
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
THE ROT'S WAR 
 
THE IGNIFER CYCLE 2
 
Moments after Sen stepped through the revenant arch, an inky darkness flooded out across his world. Over the wreckage of a city broken by revolution it surged, engulfing the grand Grammaton tower, smothering the King's Aigle palace and drowning every last caste in the dark. Sen alone escaped; a young man prophesied to raise the Saint and save his world for good.
 
But he failed.
 
Now his world is gone, and his friends are just memories swallowed by the endless dark…
 
Now those memories haunt him, trapped in a strange white cell with no possible means of escape…
 
Now a lost figure is watching, a clocksman who claims to be three hundred years old, seeking to fulfil an ancient vow…
 
And now the Rot is resurgent, its great black mouth spreading wide across both the future and the past, unleashing a terrible hunger that no world can withstand…
 
The second book in The Ignifer Cycle, a new fantasy saga.
 



 
 
THE IGNIFER CYCLE
 
1. The Saint's Rise
2. The Rot's War
 
These and all Michael John Grist's other books can be found here. 
 
To hear when his newest book is out, receive a free bestselling book, and get access to special deals and giveaways, join the free newsletter.

 
Note – 'The Rot's War' is a thoroughly altered version of the book previously published as 'Ignifer's War'.
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CORPSE WORLD LOST
 
 
Freemantle's day began like any other. He woke on his white bed in his white room. He washed in the white glass water box, ate the white food from the white plate, put on his white clothes, then sat in his white chair and opened the veil to watch over the world, as he always did. 
Things were changing within. There was an ongoing revolution in Ignifer's city, the city of his birth, and he'd watched it swelling for days, as the siege lines formed up and people from all castes found common cause beneath the banner of the Saint. He'd watched their early skirmishes against the Adjunc ring up and down the Haversham tradeway, seen the fires break out and the printing presses burn, and witnessed the bodies nailed into the bricks of the Grammaton clock tower. 
Now a drifting pall of smoke overhung the dark side of the Levi River, beneath which all manner of castes armed themselves with railing spikes and blatting bats, taking position behind great ramshackle barricades facing off with Moleman bastion forts. 
The change was coming.
Freemantle hovered in the air above the Carroway barricade, listening to the buzz of excitement rising from the city's coopers and brick-brazers, its glassmakers and gearshapers as they prepared for war. He flitted on, nimble as a ghost, to a second barricade near Gilungel Bridge, where a wide range of castes from Indurans and Dogsbodies to Spindles and Caracts swarmed throughout the aggregation of trade halls and bathhouses, sharing what little food and water they had and speaking of the glories and the terrors to come. 
It stirred Freemantle's blood, this revolution coming after so many long years of suffering. He'd watched the King's laws on caste grow harsher as the decades passed, beginning with the branding and rout of the Unforgiven caste and spreading into brutal bans on inter-caste marriage, insular curfews and draconian lending terms, with throttling limitations on ownership and work that forced all castes into narrow, slave-like lives. 
Now the young man named Sen was on the brink of overturning it all, beneath the menace of the Rot. Freemantle leaped across the city and traversed the broad Gutrock wastes in seconds, to the top of Ignifer's mountain where Sen was climbing toward the peak even now. At this elevation the Rot was everywhere; Freemantle barely had to angle his head to see it yawning massively overhead, a blackness in the sky that pushed the pale blue dawn down to the horizon on all sides, leaving barely a rim of light. 
It had grown enormous in recent years, testing its jaws across different stretches of the Corpse World. Three years ago he'd watched the Runt's coral-spit towers of Meran be consumed. Two years ago it was the wreck-nation of Faldrop Edge. Looking up at it now, he felt the rush of an old panic pass through him. If those jaws closed, what then? Would the whole world die?
He wished Sen well, then returned to his city, coming to rest beside the great white southern clock face of the Grammaton clock tower, as he always did, and closed his eyes to look through the veil.
Across the world's perfect sphere of oceans and lands he saw the light of his many descendants. They were everywhere, grouped thickest in the cities but also lining the coasts of all five continents and dotting all six seas. He tracked their movements and thoughts, sensing the pattern in all of their lives.
The fear was everywhere. The shadow of the Rot hung over them like a second heaven, and many turned to their copies of The Saint, carried on ships from Ignifer's city and translated into a dozen languages. They pored over the pages and prayed for a savior to come. 
Then one came.
Night fell across the city, and the wheels of revolution jolted to life. In the Calk the Balasts broke free of their dolmen wall and charged up the Haversham like a living battering ram, smashing a path through bastion forts and over Gilungel Bridge. A cheering tide of countless castes raced in their wake, writing their revolution onto the world in screams, violence, joy and surging pride. 
They fought in the streets of the Roy as the Rot's thunderous tongues lashed down amongst them, and a dark rain fell. Freemantle watched with bated breath as one of Sen's generals altered the Aigle's revolve from within, then another charged in to assassinate the King at his bloody work in the palace's tallest tower. As the misericorde spikes penetrated the dark King's brain, black and blue light shot out at once, the mountain erupted in fire, and upon the horizon a great blue warrior rose. 
Saint Ignifer. 
Freemantle was struck dumb by the vision. He had never seen anything like it in all his observations upon the Corpse World. The giant man wore blazing blue armor, and slashed crackling misericorde blades each as long as the Grammaton through clouds of ash and fire into the Rot's bulging flanks. 
It was dizzying; a celebration of faith rewarded, as the populace below called out the Saint's name and the Rot was driven back, and its tongues cut away, until suddenly it was gone. The overhanging dark of its bulk vanished from the sky, and the burning blue figure dissolved and fell as a remnant blue star, leaving a bizarre, echoing silence in their wake.
The city fell utterly still. The fighting below stopped, as a steady, dampening rain of ash fell. No more tongues hammered the city. No more cries rang out. Freemantle scarcely dared breathe. 
The moment stretched out, past excitement into a widening, paralyzing panic. 
Freemantle felt the change like none other could. He spun to touch the great clock face, always a pure and snow-like white, which already was tingeing toward dirty yellow. No vibration carried through the frosted glass, which meant the pendulum itself had stopped its swing. 
"No," he whispered, as the old fears rose up stronger than ever. 
He turned to the horizon, where the volcano's eruption was even now fading toward black. In the sky the change accelerated, as the newly unveiled moon thickened to a yellowing smear, then moments later winked out like an extinguished candle. Freemantle hung frozen, powerless to do a thing, as one by one the stars were eclipsed. 
He'd seen this dwindling before. He hadn't understood it then, when he'd given his life to prevent it, and he didn't understand it now. 
"What can I do?" he shouted to the sky, but of course, as ever in his second life, no answer came. 
He looked to the Aigle, where fighters were laying down their makeshift weapons and sitting down in the streets as if tired, letting the rain of ash settle over them and gazing at the black sky in puzzlement, at the darkening streets, at their own thinning hands. 
Hadn't they won? 
Revelatory lights across the city dampened and died. Riot fires dwindled. Then a surge of inky darkness washed down from the Gutrock wastes and broke over the city like a wave. Freemantle's breath stopped. "Please," he whispered, but the tide carried on, rolling unstoppably over the battlements of the King's Aigle palace and smothering Sen's generals and fighters on both sides alike. It coursed down the hills of the Roy in seconds, engulfing Gilungel Bridge and flooding out through the city like grasping fingers, into Carroway and Belial and the Seasham, across Indura and Flogger's Cross and the Boomfire. It filled up the city as if it was a basin until there was no light left, and no sound, and only Grammaton Square below remained, then even that too was erased as the tides gulped it down. 
Terror burned in Freemantle, but what could he do? He looked out through the veil and saw nothing; his descendants were gone, the whole of the world was gone, and still the darkness was rising. Grammaton tower tilted and fell as its foundations dissolved, pulling a final groaning toll from the great Grammaton bell. In seconds that sound was silenced too, as the tides snatched up and ate the tower, and ate the spire, and leaped high to swallow Freemantle too. 
Where there had been a teeming nest of life, the darkness made a hole. Where there had been light and movement and noise, the dark made a vacuum, and blackness, and nothing at all.
* * *
He burst awake in his white room, gasping in his white chair. What had happened? At once he closed his eyes and tried to return to the world, but there was nothing to go back to. He tried again and again, but it made no difference. He stood up on shaky legs then sat down again, closed his eyes and tried to open the veil using a different memory, but all he could see was blackness. 
The room hung white around him. His world was gone. 
He tried repeatedly for hours, hoping, but nothing he did put him back on the Corpse World. Some times he let his mind drift, trying to sneak up on it as if on a dream, while at others he focused intently on opening the veil, reaching through, and…
Nothing came. 
He looked at the walls. He looked at the floor. It couldn't be gone, but it was. The truth of it began to settle in the pit of his belly like a sickness. What he'd just seen happen had really happened. The world had been consumed in darkness and it was gone, and there was nothing left to return. 
For hours more he sat in his white cell, blank and reeling as after-images glowed in the dark of his mind. He saw the Rot flee again, and Sen fall again, and then the darkness felled his precious Grammaton tower. 
Panic came and he stood up to pace the room. He picked up his white books from his white shelves then put them down. He adjusted the chair, and remade the bed, and picked up his books again, scanning the words he'd written down over the centuries. There were treatises on the strange self-skinning practices of the Caract cacti-men in the Korithian deserts, and studies on the rapier-beaked Mandray lizards of Absalom, and catalogs of the Dark Giants of the Shallahar basin, the pygmy Runts of Meran, Gull-folk flocking in the ruined crags of some ancient cliff-top city, even the deep-sea leviathan whales like the Ptarmigan and Mesoplodont. He glanced over his records of a boy found alive inside a giant fish, the Cowface treasures discovered in the sub-rails, a new race of Malakites mogrified by a mad Painman from his fat vat. 
He put the books down helplessly. They described a world that was now gone. Visions of it played through his mind whether his eyes were open or closed; fire and smoke, people dying, the steady slide into the black oil-pit of nothing.
He sat on the edge of the bed and wondered what to do, but could think of nothing. He'd been here before, and it had been terrible. He didn't want that back. He'd rather die than that. He clenched his fists and unclenched them. He forced himself to relax, to stay calm. Perhaps the world would be back in the morning, he lied to himself, knowing it wasn't true. Everything would be as it was, though this too was a fiction, like so much of his life. Eventually he drifted off to troubled sleep.
He woke to lights, dappling within the darkness of his room.  
For a moment he lay still, staring at the dark ceiling as he remembered. Everything was gone. He blinked his eyes shut and tried to open the veil again, but still nothing came. Only darkness, and lights… 
There. Rippling and faint, there were strange lights set into the wall by the veil chair. They swirled and coalesced in the darkness, turning like stars in a slow circular dance. For a moment he thought he saw a shape forming within them, some kind of figure, but it was indistinct. 
He lifted himself from the bed and the main lights flashed on, filling the room with white. He approached the wall by the chair. It was smooth and white as ever, broken by no doors or windows, not made of wood or plaster, metal or bone or any kind of material he knew. 
He grew still and waited until the lights turned off again. When the darkness returned the vision he saw before him made him gasp. 
There was a man made of blue fire moving in the wall. 
He was a stick figure only, outlined like a slimmed-down Sectile caste, the contours of a man but thinned to the bone. Freemantle gazed at it for a long time, not daring to move lest the main lights come on and the vision be stolen from him. He didn't know what it meant, but he began to hope anew.
Time passed, and his reduced life continued. He had no idea how many days went by, because the world had been destroyed and the veil showed him only blackness. He slept when he grew tired, and ate the food waiting for him in white trays when he woke. He did his exercises and read his notes and watched as the thing in the wall pulsed, and grew. 
Its face began to take on recognizable features: cheekbones, teeth, lips, eyes. It was a young man, perhaps barely of age. He sketched the features as they emerged, until he reached the moment of certainty. 
It was Sen. 
When it happened it happened quickly. The figure in the wall moved for the first time, and its lungs inflated. Its eyes snapped open, and something pushed it from behind. The solid wall stretched taut toward Freemantle, clinging to Sen's face and outstretched arms, until with a sucking sound he was pushed through. Freemantle sprang to the wall and slapped his palms against it, hoping for a way out, but already it had returned to its original solidity. 
Beside him Sen opened his mouth. His eyes fixed on Freemantle and he tried to speak. Then he collapsed. 
 



BOOK 1. THE VEIL
 
 
 



 
 
CELL I
 
 
Sen stepped through the revenant arch into white.
One moment there had been the fire of the volcano and the crackle of the Saint's blue light running through his scars, with burning misericordes in his hands and the roar of falling rock and rolling magma all around, and then there was this. 
A thick and swaddling whiteness encircled him, as if the air itself had thickened to the consistency of millet ground in the Abbey's grindstones. He took a step and tried to suck in breath but the air was chalky, like the lime fog of the Calk. He rubbed his eyes to clear them but there was nothing to see, only whiteness. The revenant arch was gone; there was no path back to the volcano, to his father King Seem or the city he'd left behind with all his friends. 
He called Avia's name, but the cottony white seemed to swallow his voice. He walked ahead, feeling for anything to orient himself by. It was like the Gloam Hallows mist, but at least then there'd been flagstones underfoot, and breezes through the mist.
"Hello!" he called, but still no answer came.
Then he touched a wall. 
It was smooth like glass, and cold, but no matter how close he pressed his face to it he could not see it clearly. He ran his hands along its surface, but there seemed to be no edge. It just went on and on. He went to draw his misericordes and poke it, but they weren't there at his waist. He wasn't even wearing the same clothes he'd had on at the mountaintop; instead he was dressed in white robes like a Bodyswell healer. 
He knocked on the wall, then pushed it, and it gave way a little. He pushed harder and it gave way more, stretching like algae in the Abbey pond until he was actually leaning into the wall, then somehow being sucked in, until suddenly the wall burst and he tumbled through into… 
A cold and white room. His head spun and he dropped to his knees. There was a man standing nearby, looking at him with puzzled brown eyes. There was a bed and a desk, and four walls with no door, then there was only black as he slumped forward into unconsciousness. 
* * *
He woke in white.
He was lying on a bed in the small white room, looking up at the white ceiling. He'd never seen anything like it before. Everything was a chalky-looking white, but it was real, or felt real in a way different to where he had just…
He didn't remember clearly where he'd just been. A fog like the Gloam Hallows? On the mountain, fighting the Rot? Dreams vied with memories and left him adrift. Had he been walking through the mists, or flying with his father? Had he stepped through an archway or pushed through a wall?
He sat up and shaded his eyes against the bright light. The room was square, with book-filled shelves and a paper-strewn desk and a chair and a kind of water box at one end, all of it white. Sitting on the desk at the chair and looking at him now was a strange figure; he was tall and thin, with a broad lantern jaw and a mop of dark hair, dressed in a long white robe. Rising off him came a sense of enforced calm, obscuring hints of a roiling panic underneath. 
"Good morning, Sen," said the man, as if perfectly tranquil.
Sen squinted at the figure. Despite the hidden depths, he didn't appear to pose any threat. He hadn't even risen from his seat. 
"Is it morning? Where am I?" His voice came out rough.
"You're in my cell," the man said. "Is it too bright? I'll lower the levels."
Somehow the brightness diminished, becoming more of an auburn glow, though Sen didn't see how it was done. There were no torches in sconces on the walls, no alchemical globes fizzing on the desk, and no windows at all. At least it was more comfortable now, and Sen swung his legs out of the bed. He was wearing white trousers made of some kind of light cotton, not the heavy ghasting leathers he'd worn on the mountain, along with a light white tunic. His right arm, which had been purple with bruising when he'd last seen it on the mountain, was now perfectly pale and smooth.
He frowned, because there was something else strange about that, and it took a moment before he realized what it was. There were no scars. He pulled back the sleeve and saw only plain white skin all the way up his forearm. For a moment this stymied him, and he turned his forearm this way and that. 
He raised his other arm and studied the flat expanse of skin. Dimly he thought this should be a shocking development, but he found himself only curious. He pulled up his trouser legs and studied his bare feet and calves. There was not a single scar there either.  
The figure was speaking.
"…new body. It's all right, take it slowly. There's food here, if you can stomach it. It's not very substantial, but it's all you'll need."
The tall man rose and advanced gingerly, holding out a white tray which Sen looked at for a moment, then took. It trembled in his plain pale hands. It seemed to be made of an unfamiliar material; smooth and light but molded as perfectly as fine-bone porcelain. On it was a white plate, where three slabs of a white substance quivered. 
"I think it's a kind of chemical food combination," the man said, backing away slightly, as if Sen was a dangerous kind of animal. "I've been eating it for a long time, and it's served me well."
Sen looked up at this strange figure with his big jaw and anxious, old eyes, and tried to put some order onto what he was feeling. "What's happened to me? I had scars, but they're gone."
The man nodded slowly. "This is a new body." He enunciated each word clearly. "You've passed through the veil, though I don't know how, as it's not how I came here. I don't think you're an observer, come to replace me."
Sen couldn't grasp what he was saying; the words felt slippery and unreal. A new body? Observer? "I don't understand what you're talking about. Who are you?"
The man sat down again; each movement careful and controlled. "My name is Freemantle Mons. I'm a clocksman and an observer. And this-" he paused, as if thinking how best to explain himself. "This cell is where I live."
Sen looked around him. "It's a cell? Like in a prison?"
Freemantle nodded. "It's a prison for me. Now for you, too."
Sen tried to stand up, pushing the tray away onto the bedspread, but his legs quivered and rebelled and he sagged backward. The room swam. "A prison where? My name is Sen. I've come from the city of Ignifer, where I was fighting the Rot, and..."
"I know who you are," said Freemantle. "I know about the Saint and the Rot. I've been watching your revolution." 
That made no sense at all. "What? How could you watch it? This cell doesn't even have any windows."
Freemantle gave an anxious smile. "It's difficult to explain." He paused, pursed his lips, then went on. "I don't need windows because I watched through the veil. And what is the veil?" He held up a hand to forestall Sen's questioning look. "I close my eyes and I see the world. That's the veil. It's like dreaming, but what I see is real. Sometimes what I think even influences the world, making small changes."
Sen regarded the strange man. None of what he was saying sounded very likely, and the strong emotions he was masking undercut that further. Again he pushed again to stand, and this time his legs wobbled but held. He stood by the bed waiting for the flush of dizziness to pass. Better to act than to listen to more nonsense. "There must be a door somewhere. Where is it?"
"There are no doors," Freemantle said. "You can check, if that will help."
Sen started toward the wall, moving with deliberate care so he wouldn't fall. It felt like a heavy bag of newsprint was tied to each leg, slowing him down. At the wall he put his hands to the surface, such plain and simple hands without scars of any kind, and ran them over it. It was perfectly smooth, but strangely warm. 
"I feel heat," he said, and turned to Freemantle. "Perhaps there's a furnace beyond?"
Freemantle raised one bushy eyebrow. "I've never noticed that before. It might be an artifact of your passing, or indeed there could be a furnace. In either case, there's no door to find out. This cell is our world now, and the veil is shut off."
Sen ignored this gibberish and continued running his palms over the wall. He moved steadily along it to the bed, past the white glass water box to the desk where Freemantle was sitting. 
"There are no doors," he repeated as Sen shuffled past. "No windows, no way in or out." 
Sen continued on his circuit regardless, but the walls were utterly smooth and unbroken everywhere he touched them. Now he was breathing hard. He'd exerted himself, and he sat back down on the bed, his legs shaking with the effort. 
"If there's no doors, then how did I get here?" 
"You came through the wall," said Freemantle, and pointed to the warm patch. "Through the veil, I expect."
Sen felt a headache coming on. Talking to this man was like trying to hold smoke. "You keep talking about a 'veil'. What do you mean?"
Freemantle nodded, licked his lips and leaned in slightly. "Do you remember anything about your passage between the mountaintop and this place? Was there a white space, completely featureless?"
Sen frowned. He did remember that, vaguely. "Yes. Like mists."
Freemantle snapped his fingers, then seemed to regret the undue enthusiasm. "Precisely. That's the veil. You went through a revenant arch in the world, you walked through the veil, and you came here."
Sen slumped backward on the bed, feeling more weary than he'd thought. "To this cell."
Freemantle nodded. 
"But why? I thought I was going to…" He trailed off. What had he thought he was going to do? Meet his mother, probably. Fight the Rot in other worlds. This didn't match that expectation at all. "Why?" 
"I don't know," said Freemantle. "But I'm glad you're here." The panic began to rise in him again, though there was little sign of it in his face. "I thought I was alone."
Sen tried to make sense of this. Unfamiliar words and ideas buzzed in his head like slippery fish in the Abbey pond. "But you have your veil, don't you? Your windows that aren't windows. I'm sure there are great celebrations in the city right now."
Freemantle gulped. The panic began to rise. "I, uh-" 
Sen sat up a little straighter. He was catching a sense of something now; blackness in the air, blackness descending. The panic surged and Sen pressed against it. The surface of Freemantle's mind was clean and logical, like gears lining up in a Carroway workshop, but there were pieces out of order; a fault in the machinery, and through it crept something new. Fear.
Sen's mouth went dry. His voice came out low. "What happened, Freemantle?"
Freemantle shifted in his seat, and met his eyes. Sen could almost feel what was coming before he answered. 
"It started with the Grammaton," he said. "The clock hands stopped after the Rot disappeared." Sen rose to his feet at that, and Freemantle started talking faster. "After that everything began to dwindle. To turn black, as if it was being," he cast about for the right word, "unpainted. The volcano disappeared, then the stars and the moon, then the city and all its people too, until finally Grammaton clock tower itself was gone." Freemantle's eyes shone. "I woke up here, and now I can't go back. The veil won't open for me anymore. I can't see anything at all where the world should be. I thought I was alone, then you came through the wall." 
Sen stared at him, stung by the intensity of his emotions and the images he caught in the air, but scarcely believing it. "You're saying the world is gone?" 
Freemantle met his gaze briefly, then looked away. Now there was shame in amongst the fear, as if he was somehow to blame. "Our world is gone. The veil's closed, though I've tried many times to open it."
Sen opened his mouth, but could think of nothing to say to that. How could the world be gone? He'd just saved it. He'd spent years building up a legend, and now that legend had risen and driven off the Rot, so how could the world be gone? It wasn't possible. If he really thought about it, it meant that all of them were dead; Alam, Feyon, Daveron, Gellick, Mare, and he couldn't just accept that.
It just couldn't be.
His legs trembled under him. He pointed directly at Freemantle's face. "You're lying to me."
"I'm not," said Freemantle, but Sen was already moving past him, his exhaustion forgotten. He seized the desk and upended it, sending papers fluttering to the floor, then worked to break off one of its legs. It was some kind of composite material and snapped away easily. With it he attacked the wall.
He scratched and beat it, stabbing and grinding, trying to dig in or smash a hole through, but to no avail. It wasn't made of plaster or brick or wood or metal, or any substance he'd ever come across before, and he was unable to make a single scratch.
He moved on, thumping at the wall in different places, trying to pry open a hidden passageway. He beat it high and low, leaning his whole weight on the leg. There were shelves above the broken desk filled with books and he swept them to the floor, but the surface behind them was no different. He ran his fingers along the point where the shelves met the wall, but it was seamless, with no nails, screws or glue; no signs of a join at all. 
Some of Freemantle's panic began to pass into him, and dark visions of the world ending echoed through his mind. He saw Feyon screaming into darkness. He saw Gellick steadily unpainted away. 
He shifted the bed sideways with a grunt and searched the floor beneath it, prying and hammering with the desk leg, but it was just as impossibly smooth as the wall, as sheer as mirrored glass, with no sign of any carpentry joins. 
"I'm sorry," Freemantle said quietly, as Sen passed him by, "I've tried all this before," but Sen ignored him. His hands throbbed from gripping the desk leg, his legs wavered with every step and his vision blurred with more images of some black end, but he kept trying. Freemantle shifted smoothly out of the way as he wavered to the other side of the small cell, to the white glass water box. 
In the white ceiling above there was a kind of grille, and he poked the leg into that. 
"It's where I wash," said Freemantle. "It's just for water."
Sen dragged the bed over and stood on top of it to stab at the grille. The holes didn't budge, and there was no sign of the pipes used to supply them. A drop of water came out, but that was all. 
He stopped and looked around the room, panting now and dizzy atop the bed. The room was truly a cell. Freemantle sat in the middle, surrounded by his broken desk and disheveled bed, with his white books and papers spread across the floor. Sen had torn its calm order apart. He was about to mumble an apology when he saw something strange on the wall: a blue smudge in the shape of a hand. 
It took him a moment to realize what it was. He looked down at his own hands, clutched around the desk leg, and saw blue. What? He dropped to one knee, then Freemantle was there to catch him before he fell any further. He let go of the desk leg and peered at his palms, where the sharp edges had torn slits into the skin. There was uniform pale muscle underneath, from which a faint blue liquid ran like blood, but like no blood he'd seen before. 
He looked at Freemantle with his own sense of panic welling over. 
"What in the Heart is this?"
 



 
 
CELL II
 
 
Freemantle guided him to lie on the bed, and Sen didn't resist though he could not stop staring at his palms. To lose his scars was one thing, but to bleed blue? It was ridiculous. The wounds looked more like lines cut in a piece of fruit, with hardly even any pain.
He turned them before him even as the tall figure of Freemantle ripped stretches of sheet and wrapped them snugly round the wounds, talking smoothly the whole time to cover the tension. 
"Our bodies are different in this place, that's all, they're not like our bodies in the real world. I'm sorry, I should have warned you, but…"
He kept on going and Sen tuned in and out. The blue color was outlandish. He watched it spread into the makeshift bandages and thought of Alam again, so long ago, when he'd beaten him on the Abbey's chalk path. He was every bit as confused now as he'd been then. 
Around him Freemantle busied himself tidying the room; righting the desk and leaning it against the wall, dragging the bed back into position and swabbing down the bloody blue handprints Sen had left. He bundled the soiled cloths into a corner, put his books back on their shelves, and all the while kept talking about the veil, or the cell, or how he'd done these same things himself a long time ago. 
"But not to worry," he ended on, sitting on his chair again as if nothing had happened, looking at Sen with a forced smile that barely masked the panic. "They'll clean all this up properly when we go to sleep."
Sen just sat there and thought. 
If this really was a cell, and he'd passed through a 'veil' to reach it, then was the rest of it true too? Could his friends really be dead, and was the world gone? This place was like nothing he'd seen or heard of in the Corpse World, like the inside of an oyster, coated in gleaming white nacre. He tried to imagine the 'unpainting' Freemantle had talked about. The city. The Grammaton. He imagined his friends disappearing in a tide of surging black, and…
He looked up at Freemantle, finally catching hold of something he'd said perhaps minutes ago. "They?"
Freemantle spread his panicky smile wider, and added a nod for good measure. "Yes."
"That's the first time you've mentioned anyone else." It hurt Sen's jaw to speak. Everything hurt. "Who cleans up after you? Who's got us trapped here?"
Freemantle radiated discomfort. "I don't know. I'm sorry, Sen. I just know that my food arrives while I sleep. My clothes are cleaned, the room is tidied, so that every day is white, and impeccable." He spread his arms in a slow shrug. "It's always been this way."
"So you've got jailers?" Sen pressed, riding a new sense of hope. "They must have a way to get in. Have you ever seen them? Maybe we can trap one of them."
"They don't come in," said Freemantle, shaking his head, and there was a sadness in him now. "Nobody does. I've tried that; pretending to be asleep for hours just waiting, but they never come. You're the first person I've seen in a very long time." 
Sen caught a full dose of the sadness then. A very long time. Hadn't Freemantle said something like that already? 
"How long?" 
Freemantle only smiled back at him, and Sen felt the sadness growing.
"How long have you been stuck in this cell, Freemantle?"
Freemantle met his gaze. "I'd meant to spread all this out. It's too much to take in at once. I-"
"How long?" 
"Over three hundred years."
Sen gawped. "What?"
Freemantle gave a small nod.
Sen stared. Three hundred years? That was a long life for an oft tree. Some Ptarmigan whales were reputed to live that long. But a person? 
He felt dizzy. He noticed a few flecks of blue blood on the wall high over Freemantle's shoulder. How did they get there? Perhaps the jailers would clean that too. He felt loose and giddy inside. None of this made sense. How could any person live that long? Freemantle didn't even look old, but what reason did he have to lie?
He studied the anxious man in his white tunic, perched on his white chair. His large jaw worked silently beneath his stubble, barely hiding the inner turmoil of emotions. Sen thought back on his assault on the room, and what he'd said before it. 
"I'm sorry," he said. "About the room. And calling you a liar."
Freemantle waved a hand awkwardly. "No, that's nothing." 
A moment passed, then Freemantle picked up the white tray with its three white jelly-like shapes. Somehow they'd survived Sen's rampage around the walls. "Eat something," he said, holding them out. "You'll feel better."
Sen took the tray. Nothing seemed to matter, now, so why not? On his lap the three oblongs quivered in time with his trembling legs. Freemantle handed him a metal spoon, and tentatively he scooped away a piece. It didn't taste like anything. Perhaps mulched paper, or that one time Sister Henderson had made them white rice gruel, to give them a taste of what she'd had as a child. The thought of Sister Henderson made him sadder, because she was dead too, like everyone else. She'd been dead for a long time. 
"It's bland," he said.
"I know," said Freemantle, almost apologetically. "You'll grow accustomed to it. It's all these bodies need."
Sen ate one of the bars then half of another. He held the remainder out to Freemantle, who waved a hand.
"I already ate mine. They've increased my ration, in the last day or so."
Sen set the tray down. "They," he echoed hollowly. He felt empty inside. Looking at Freemantle made him sad, sitting meekly there in his white robe, desperately happy to have company and deeply ashamed to have nothing else to offer. This small white cell was all he'd had for three hundred years.
He looked again at his own white, scarless hands. Behind the surprise of the blue blood and the white food was the fact that his city was most likely gone. If he thought about his friends being erased, about Feyon no longer existing at all, then panic ate at his belly too. But what could he do? He was a prisoner now, like Freemantle. He felt tears prickling at his eyes. 
How could this have happened? He'd done everything his mother had set him up to do. He'd raised the Saint and fought the Rot. If she'd known about this, she would have told him, wouldn't she? 
Wouldn't she?
"You're a new man here, Sen," said Freemantle, forcing a bright tone. "With a new body. Perhaps here you can fight in ways you couldn't before."
Sen looked at his milk-pale arms. Even speaking now seemed exhausting. "My scars are gone," he answered dully. "I needed them to channel the Saint. I don't know what else I can do."
"But it's not only your scars," Freemantle persisted, plainly trying to distract Sen from this awkward truth. "There are other clues that this place is different, that we in fact are not the same people we once were."
Sen just watched him.
Freemantle hurried on. "A second is less immediately obvious than your scars, but you'll notice soon enough. We have no excretory orifice."
Sen looked at him blankly for a moment, then caught on. "Wait, do you mean…?"
"Yes. Tasteless to speak of I know, but absent all the same."
Sen cocked his head. This was an effective distraction. "How can you…?"
"You can check. It's an easy enough matter. There's only smooth skin."
Sen touched his stomach and squeezed. "But that would mean…"
"There's no waste chute in this room," interrupted Freemantle, gesturing around, "because there's no need for it."
Sen thought this through. Next to the blue blood, it was a curiosity. He looked briefly at the plate of white bars that he'd just eaten. "So what's in here, then?" He pointed to his stomach. "I've seen animals gutted, I know what organs should fill this space, how they work to process food, rejecting what the body doesn't need. Yet if there are no rejections, do we still have those organs?"
Freemantle hurried on, clearly glad to be on more upbeat ground. "The short answer is 'no'. I conducted a few minor surgeries on myself in the early days. As I said, I was a clocksman and I like to know how things work. I found only a kind of waxy white cladding filling my abdominal cavity, where the visceral organs should be."
Sen watched his stomach as he poked and prodded it. "It looks the same."
"There are other differences still."
"What are they?"
"These bodies don't sweat, so we never need to wash, though I do like to wash anyway." Again that shy smile. "They don't get sick, and they don't age. As I said, I've been here three hundred years and I haven't aged at all. They also don't feel pain the way we used to in the world."
"Ah," said Sen, raising his bandaged palms. "Yes."
"Exactly. We feel some, enough to know we're hurt, but it's very hard to hurt yourself in this cell. You didn't realize you'd done that until you'd calmed down, did you?" 
"I suppose not." Sen rested his hands together. "Like a Moleman."
"Other differences are emotional," said Freemantle. "I noticed when I first arrived that I didn't feel much sadness, even though I'd left the world behind. I expected to be distraught, but I didn't feel that in the way I'd expected. Instead I felt a kind of numbness, a pleasant drifting feeling, as though I was hearing about a story that happened to somebody else."
Sen considered that. "Like you'd been drugged?"
"Like a mild scarab treatment, yes, but all the time. Do you feel the same?"
Sen sat back on the bed and thought. He considered the frustration in his belly, and recognized that it hadn't overwhelmed him. Surely he should be on the ground weeping if Feyon was really dead?
"I suppose so. All my friends may be dead, the world could have ended, but I'm sitting here talking, and I feel mostly calm. It's almost as if those things are less important."
Freemantle nodded. "It's how things seem. It's something these bodies do to us. I suppose it helps me be a better prisoner."
They sat in silence for a time. The sadness of those three hundred years was everywhere; trapping them as surely as the walls. 
"You could try the veil," said Freemantle. 
Sen looked up sharply. "You said it was closed."
"For me it is. But perhaps not for you. I don't know how you're even here, if the veil won't open." He paused. "You might be able to pass through."
Sen sat up straight. "Tell me how."
Now some of Freemantle's false good cheer fell away. "It's not without risks. There are things you should know, before you attempt the veil."
Sen tilted his head to the side. If the world had gone, what was there left to lose? "What risks?"
"You could lose pieces of yourself," said Freemantle, then tried for a smile, but it turned sour. "I know that sounds strange. I've been looking through it for a very long time, and I forget things. Things I never should."
"What things?"
Freemantle sighed. "What my wife looks like. My boys' names."
Sen frowned at that. It was the first time Freemantle had mentioned them. "You had a family?"
The sadness surged and receded swiftly. "I did. I scarcely remember them now."
"But that could just be time. Three hundred years is a long time, Freemantle. 
"No, it's not that. I drew sketches. I wrote these things down, Sen." He gestured to the shelves, stacked with their neat white books. "Half of these are about me. When I realized I was losing things, I started making a record of everything I could remember. The 'Book of Freemantle', I called it for a while." He smiled, but humor escaped him again. "I know I forgot, because when I look at the pictures of my Kelly that I drew, I don't recognize her." There was the pain. "I see my boys' names, and there's no familiarity attached to them." He paused. "They're gone."
"But you still remember them?"
Freemantle shrugged lightly. "That's two different kinds of remembering. The veil took what matters, and that's only through looking. I don't know what it will take if you try to walk through it again."
Sen snorted. "What does it matter if it takes everything? We don't have anything else here."
"It can change you," Freemantle said. "When it takes things, you become a different person. My Kelly and my boys are the last things it blurred, but I've lost a lot of other people too, and each loss altered me. I know I had parents once, and childhood friends, but who? The only things I really remember are my descendants. I've got thousands of them throughout the city, and my love for Kelly and the boys carries onto them. I think that's part of the job of an observer."
"You said that already," Sen said. "Observer. What is it? Why are you even here, Freemantle?"
Another sad smile spread across Freemantle's broad jaw. "That's the mystery, Sen. This dwindling, this unpainting? It's not the first time I've seen it." He let a slow pause develop, but Sen didn't speak. "It came for the city in my time as well. It was slower then, but it was the same. And it fell to me to stop it."
Sen blinked. "You're saying the world ended before? Or almost ended? Freemantle, how did you stop it?"
The strange man smiled. "I don't know. If I ever knew, I've forgotten. All I know is I came here to observe, and the world went on. I don't know why that happened. I've never understood it, though I studied that question a great deal at the beginning."
Sen stared at him, buoyed by a new sense of urgency. "So tell me. Tell me whatever you remember. 
Freemantle gazed blankly for a moment, then nodded. "I can do better than that. I wrote it all down." He went to his shelves and fetched a book, opening it to the first page. "I haven't read it for a long time. It's like a story to me now, too. You're welcome to it."
He handed the book to Sen, who began to read.
 



 
 
FREEMANTLE I
 
 
It was four fifty-nine and a minute from dawn when the clocksman Freemantle Mons felt the Grammaton clockworkings die. He was up in the great clock tower's belfry alone that night, calibrating old cogwork and balancing up the pennyweight piles, with a gas revelatory lamp tuned soft and hissing by his side.
It was a gradual death. It spread up from the coils as the unravel slowed, and the three story pendulum's swing faded out. It shifted along from the swing-banks and train escapement, and crept the tick-tocking cogs that filled out the central mechanism, leaping up three belfries of balance contraptions, up old scales and measures weighing out hours and seconds. It passed through them all, leaving all of them silent, up to the top where the four clock faces hung.
Freemantle followed it to the peak, and watched the Grammaton death pass into the great bronze ball at the heart of the clock, and from there to the spindles that went north, south, east and west to the four clock tower faces, and shut all the hands down.
Then there was only Freemantle, silence, and the glow of the moon. The Grammaton clock was dead.
Time passed. Or didn't pass.
"Four fifty-nine," said Freemantle, reading the giant dials in reverse. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a bulky brass-cased watch, then flipped open the lid and looked at the hands. They read four fifty-nine, the same as the Grammaton, one minute from dawn. 
He stepped up close to the east face and peered through the clock's thin white glass skin out over the city, watching for the dawn rising over the Sunsmelters wall, due straight after five and the Grammaton's chime.
But the dawn didn't come.
He waited. He counted a minute, then past two and past ten, but still the sun didn't rise, nor did the clouds in the sky move, nor the moon, nor the stars, nor the hands of the clock.
* * *
On the street down below people stood in bunches, talking fast and loud. In Grammaton square, which should have been glowing pink in the dawn, there was only dark, and shadows, and four fifty-nine. 
The stall-mongers and hawkers, the denizens of many castes fresh out for their morning produce stood circled round and talking in low tones, gazing off to the east to the Sunsmelters wall and waiting for the sun to rise.
Freemantle moved through their ranks with increasing urgency, taking to the Haversham tradeway as it lay deadlocked with motionless bodies and carts. He flagged a half-asleep Ogric rickshaw driver then together they sped east through the gathering, muttering throngs.
At the Sunsmelters gates at the Flogger's Cross wall it was dark and quiet. The wall overhung the low-caste district, giving the streets a feel of mildew and mold. The wall was built of grindstone and towered half the height of the Grammaton, perfectly encircling the city. 
Affixed to the wall hung the Sunsmelters carousel shaft; a crisscrossed metal lattice housing a counter-weight elevator. At periodic points leading up through the grimy shadows this cage was stanchioned in with large rusted bolts. Freemantle stepped up to the shaft and banged on the large copper doors. A chill breeze swept by him, carrying old autumn leaves rustling in the moonlight down the cold cobble street.
"You want me to keep waiting?" asked the rickshaw Ogric behind him, a thick-waisted and sallow-faced youth wearing a hessian sack over his knobbly, muscular tan frame.
"No," said Freemantle. He drew his clocksman's many-pocketed waistcoat close around him against the cold. "And listen, go somewhere quiet. Stay away from the center, if you can."
The Ogric boy laughed, a strange roughened bark. "And make no coin? Folks are all scared out of their wits, rushing place to place. I'll have that."
He turned and started away, his footfalls and wheels trundling into the distance. 
"It's because folk are scared that you ought to stay away," Freemantle said under his breath,
He banged the door again. After a time came the grind and clank of the elevator carousel gradually descending; in the dark all he could see was a small revelatory light descending in jerky fits and starts. At the gate he waited, until the carousel finally clanked into position, brakes locked in with a rusty ratcheting, and the great Sunsmelters gate opened. 
Inside stood Skinny Rich the Hog-boy. He was shivering slightly in the pre-dawn chill, holding his revelatory lamp close for warmth. Around his bunchy pink shoulders he wore a spun-iron mantle, the hood hanging down over his beady eyes and small pink snout.
"Freemantle, fancy seeing you here, and what of all this?" said Rich, opening the door wide. He lifted a tin tube from its latch point on the rusted shaft's frame, and shouted into a conical opening at the end. "It's Freemantle, Grammaton man!" The ring of his voice echoed up the tubing all the way to the top. An answering call returned, too faint for Freemantle to hear, but Rich with his flapping ear pressed close heard it, and nodded. 
"What of the sun?" asked Freemantle, stepping in through the gate. Skinny Rich shut and fastened it behind him with a metallic clang. "I'm getting no chimes, and you've nothing to fire?"
"You'll have to ask the boss," said Skinny Rich. "I'm nothing but a big pile of dumplings right about now."
"Then I will," said Freemantle. 
Skinny Rich worked the cage-carousel's pulley gears, and the carriage shot up with a jolt. As they climbed Freemantle looked back over the dark city, still speckled with revelatory lanterns throughout. The air seemed calm still, but bated, as if the city was holding its breath. Freemantle wondered how it would be in a few hours, after midday or by evening, if the sun still hadn't risen. Perhaps the city would be burning, with widespread looting and a general civil uprising driven by fear. 
At the top of the wall the carriage came to a squealing halt. Skinny Rich opened the gate and Freemantle stepped out and looked over the long Sunsmelter iron pools. The three great furnaces that interspersed them stood unlit, leaving the immense reserves of iron dark and cold.
Figures scurried about the furnaces like ants, checking and fixing and talking and trying to fire them up without the aid of the sun.
"Freemantle!" called a booming voice from below. Freemantle picked out the form of Flalangers, the Smelt-boss, decked out in oil-stained blue overalls, with a black-rimed shovel in his massive iron hands. He was a Man of Flint, a caste blockaded to the wall and districts south of the Levi River, for the immense damage their metallic bodies could cause. Here on the wall though he was revered; well-prepared by his caste to work in the midst of molten metal. He stood a head taller than Freemantle, glinting and as broad as a Balast. 
"Come on down," he called.
Freemantle went down the steps and met him by a cold pool of silvery iron.
"What of all this then?" said Flalangers as Freemantle drew close. "Is it you, and your hordes of clockwork monkeys? Have you been causing this?"
"It's not the clock," said Freemantle. "How could it be the clock?"
"The Heart blast the clock," cursed Flalangers. "Where's the sun?"
"I came here to ask that same question."
"Don't you start in with me, you blazed old ghost. Don't you try and blame me for this. How am I to burn sun when there is no sun to burn?" He threw an arm wide, taking in the dark eastern sweep. "There's nothing coming! Not a jot. What's happening here, Mons?"
"I was hoping you might know." 
Flalangers said nothing, and the two stared out over the moonlit farmlands of the Sump for a time.
"Follow me," said Flalangers eventually. "Let's not discuss this in public."
He escorted Freemantle off the pit floor and into the cold dark environs of the inner wall. They went down several floors, through damp grindstone corridors and stairwells hung with muted revelatory lamps, their gas wicks hissing in the gloom, moths skittering around the fuzzy yellow haloes, until they reached a small, dim office. Flalangers gestured for Freemantle to sit on an old leather chair. 
"I don't spend much time in here," said Flalangers, seating himself in a whuff of dust behind the big oft wood desk. 
"So what do you know?" asked Freemantle.
Flalangers leaned over the dusty desk. "Little. I'll accord with you on this, Mons. We're very uneven in this regard, you and I. I smelt the day, while you merely chart its progress across the sky, albeit in a highly visible way. I lead battalions of Smelters into the Smelt every dawn, and must often report on deaths. I'm trusted, and the men come to me with their ailments and their misfortunes. Do you follow?"
"No," said Freemantle flatly. 
"What I'm endeavoring to say is that I know well the ways of men-folk, and you do not."
"Flalangers, don't waste my time. Not now."
"Then I'll not. It comes to this; we must not allow to circulate the knowledge that neither you nor I has the faintest understanding about this stoppage of time."
"I agree." 
"That, on pain of bloody insurgency, we must act as if bearing ourselves fully appraised of the situation, and quite confident of its resolution."
Freemantle sat back. "You're right, that would apply more to you than to me."
Flalangers shrugged. "As I said, I am a leader of men. You are but a man in a tower, pushing levers and polishing cogs. Do I speak the truth, Mons, or do I err?"
"It's true enough." 
"I know it. And we'll not have long. I assure you, Mons, if word of our uncertainty spreads, the city will fall from within."
"I've considered that."
"We must delay it, and seek to fix it, if we are able."
"I don't think I can fix it," said Freemantle. "The clock won't wind. It's the stars and the skies that are out of time."
"Well, perhaps something can be done here, but neither am I hopeful. We do not make the sun out here as people so often believe. We merely smelt it up to brimming speed and heat. But if there is no sun to smelt? We are at a loss."
"Then this could be it?"
"We've known that," said Flalangers. "We've known it could come."
Freemantle sighed. There'd been theories for generations; about a darkness to come, a fading of the world's light. "We have." 
"The sun's been slow before. It's been tardy."
"It has."
"And now there's little to be done. I'd advise you to warn what few people that you lead, and lead them well. And then, dear Mons, I'd say, go to be with your family, and await the end of all things. If you can, keep them away from any violence that will and shall erupt."
"And you and yours?" 
"Mine are all here," said Flalangers, spreading his arms. "These men and these pits are my offspring. I am allowed nothing further by the city's law."
Freemantle nodded, and stood. "Then I'll leave you to their care," he said.
Flalangers rose. "It's been a pleasure, Mons, working with you."
"We'll yet see," said Freemantle.
"We shall yet," said Flalangers.
* * *
Freemantle approached the door of his clockwork shop in the Boondocks quarter. The street around him was silent and dark, with revelatory gas lamps hissing soft puddles of light onto the empty cobbles. There was no one in sight; Freemantle had passed them all in huge numbers as he skirted the Haversham and Grammaton square, rallying and shouting and beginning to brawl.
He let himself in through the front door, then locked and bolted it behind him. He passed through his silent workshop, all of the myriad clocks fallen still, and ascended the stairway at the back to the second floor apartments. At the top he rapped softly on the door, and called his own name through the wood.
The door soon unbolted, opened, and there in a revelatory glow stood Freemantle's wife, Kelly Montagne the Orioc. Her long silver hair hung down low, accentuating the black circles that stood proud on her pure white skin. At her heels their two cross-caste boys, part-Orioc and part Lantern Jaw, goggled up at him. 
"Heart's breath, at last," Kelly whispered, pulling him in and wrapping her willowy white arms tight about his back.
When she finally let go, the tears were gone from her eyes, and she led him in, dragging the boys limpeted to her heels with her. They made babbling noises up at their father.
"Now boys," Freemantle said, as he locked and bolted the door. In the room, he saw their old wood axe laid out on the kitchen table.
"I was worried," said Kelly.
They sat down in the living room. Freemantle dandled a boy on each knee, encouraging them in a game of tugging at each other's noses.
"Every second more I worry more," Kelly said. Her eyes flashed to the axe. "There were people fighting in the street earlier.'"
"They're gathering at the Grammaton," Freemantle said. "Backing up into the alleys and on the rooftops. The King's Dragoons will be out in force soon, but I don't know how long even they can keep things in check."
"There were people yelling about the end," said Kelly, "the Rot." She reached over and coddled the foot of one of the boys. He stopped tugging at his brother's nose for a moment, slowly registering that his foot was being toyed with. When he fathomed it well enough to look down, Kelly had ceased her tugging, and the boy was left confused and gawping.
Freemantle chuckled.
"Big lads," he said, wobbling them so they looked up at him. "Made out of sterner stuff than lard."
Kelly chuckled too.
"They were asking for you," she said.
"Really?" asked Freemantle, "they spoke?'"
"They were crawling up the side of the bed. They know when you're not here."
Freemantle smiled. "The big clock's down," he said. "That's not the Rot, is it?"
"It's not," Kelly said, "at least not in any of the ways we've heard it called. I've been watching the skies, and it's getting darker still. The gas lamps are getting dimmer. It's the dwindling."
Freemantle breathed heavy. Few people spoke of 'the dwindling' any more, and that from old wives' tails nattered at the night markets, whispered to put the chill into misbehaving children; an oral tradition carried down countless generations. Kelly had made a study of it at the Tiptanic School, before she fell pregnant with the boys. In some versions she'd dated it back to the Fates of Aradabar, when Saint Ignifer first rose to repel the Rot, but the legends of the two never seemed to cross.
"I went by Flalangers," said Freemantle, moving to a subject he could better understand. "Remember, the ex-navvy? He's boss of the Sunsmelt pits these days."
"He's having no luck either?" asked Kelly.
"There's no sun," said Freemantle. One of the boys lost his balance and flopped head first. Freemantle caught him easily and guided him back up. "There's just no movement."
Kelly said nothing for a time.
The clocks in the living room, filling up the walls with cuckoos and rotaries and pendulums, all held silent at four fifty-nine.
"What will we do?" asked Kelly.
"I don't know," said Freemantle. "Flalangers thinks it could be the end."
"The real end? A dimming into nothing?"
Freemantle nodded. "He's an idiot, but he's not stupid. He may be right."
Kelly breathed in deep, let it out. 
"I'll have to go back," said Freemantle.
"I know. Back to the Grammaton."
"It might be nothing," he said. "It might be a squall. It could be that the skies got tired. They may just need a break or a windalong."
Kelly frowned, setting sweet dimples into the black patches that circled her eyes. "You think winding the big clock'll help along the sun?"
"No," said Freemantle. "I don't. But it won't hurt me to try."
"Lots of people see them as one and the same." 
"It's the same with the Smelt. Time, life, the clock, the Smelters. All part of the same thing; our resistance against the dark."
Kelly nodded; business-like now, practical. 
"There's cake. Coconut ice."
Freemantle smiled. "Did the boys eat?"
"More than I should have let them, yes. The dark is making them crazy. You'll have a slice, before you head out?" There was so much unsaid in her eyes. 
"I'd love one," said Freemantle.
So they ate cake. Sitting at the table, in the yellowy revelatory light with the axe alongside, while the boys rolled around on the living room floor. 
"Be careful," said Kelly, as Freemantle stood at the door readying to leave. 
"I will," he said, tugging his leather boots back on. "Lock this behind me." 
"I will," said Kelly, her voice faltering. 
They kissed briefly, then he was out the door.
* * *
He walked down empty, silent side streets with his footfalls ringing off the cobblestones. It was still dark, and growing darker. Revelatory street lamps were blinking out even though their gas supply should last a few hours yet. He passed a small park, only a small spit of grass with a few trees, where the shadows seemed too dark. The thinness was there in the air, stealing in with each breath that didn't satisfy. 
Within a brunifer grove in the darkness he saw movement. There came the squall of pain and excitement. For a moment only he hesitated, then stepped over the small ditch and approached the shadows.
In the darkness he saw three boys circled around a terrified fourth kneeling in the dirt. The three were older, but none of them were men. The boy's shirt had been torn, and there was blood on his face.
”Go on then," said one of the boys, the largest, a bark-skinned Febrile with his shoulder-tufts just beginning to show. "I've done my share, take his teeth!"
The other two, an Oyster-eyes and a ragged-looking Ratfer, were laughing.
"What are you doing here?" asked Freemantle. 
The laughter stopped, as they all turned to face Freemantle, stood in the shadows.
"Walk on, old man," said the Febrile, his tufts rustling. "Turn around and walk on."
"You best let the boy walk with me," said Freemantle. "I can't abide this."
The Febrile snorted. "Or what? What are you going to do?"
Freemantle let the long iron pendulum slide out of his coat sleeve, down his forearm and into his hand, grateful that he'd thought to pick it up from his worktable on the way out of the clockworking shop. It felt good, the weight steady in his thick clocksman's hand.
The Oyster-eyes blanched at the weapon. "He's got a club," he said.
"We've all got clubs," said the Febrile, grabbing his crotch. "Only difference is, we're going to use ours."
"There's no chance of that," said Freemantle, his voice steady and calm, though he felt a tumult inside. He was a man of gears and precision, not violence. "Now let the boy go."
"He's bluffing," said the Ratfer. "He's alone."
"He's not bluffing," said the Oyster-eyes, his clamshell eyelids blinking quickly, weeping a panicky brine. "I'm leaving. This was a bad idea anyway."
He turned and hurried out of the copse of trees.
"Go with him," said Freemantle to the two remaining.
"Go with him," mocked the Febrile. "You think we're afraid of you because you've got a stick? I've got a knife. You know what my knife will do to your guts when I twist it up in them? You know what it'll do when I pop out your eyes one by one?"
"Claiph," said the Ratfer, taking a step back. "Steady on. This was only supposed to be a bit of fun."
"It just got more fun," said Claiph. "He knows my name, now, and that means he's not going anywhere."
"I wasn't in this for guts and eyes though," said the Ratfer uneasily. "You said we were just going to fool around with him, and look, he's been well fooled around with." He pointed at the boy's tear-stained face. "Learnt his lesson well."
"Maybe I ought teach you a lesson then," said Claiph, turning to the Ratfer. "Maybe I ought to teach you how to-"
The pendulum struck him hard in the ribs. There was a crack, and he bent double. Freemantle pushed him over and he curled up around his chest, sucking for breath.
Freemantle looked up at the Ratfer. "Don't do this again," he said.
"No," said the boy, his eyes suddenly very wide on the pendulum. "I'm sorry."
"Say sorry to him," said Freemantle, pointing down at the terrified boy.
The Ratfer mumbled something, barely able to get his tongue moving smoothly in his shallow snout, then ran off into the darkness.
Freemantle helped the boy up. "Are you all right?" 
He nodded; a Spindle of the some breed. He wouldn't meet Freemantle's eyes. 
"Do you have a home to go to? Is there someone to look after you?"
The boy turned and ran away.
Freemantle felt the pendulum go slack in his hand. He looked down on the one boy who remained, the Febrile, writhing now on the floor. "Give me the knife," he said. 
"I don't have a knife," he said, gasping at breaths now. "Honestly, I don't."
Freemantle walked away.
* * *
Grammaton square was chaotic with sound, motion and fire, but none of it felt right. There were bonfires on the broad flagstones set up from commandeered hawker tables and hewed-down notices boards, benches and broken window shutters and whatever lay to hand, but the fires were not bright. There were ale-house carts filling out the streets, on rotation across the Levi bridges, hauling kegs and hop barrels direct from the quays to serve the rowdy populace, but the yeasty smell wasn't strong enough. There were drunks who'd been drinking straight through the long night; shouting, laughing, and arguing with each other, but they were not loud enough. 
The world felt like an echo, and Freemantle pushed amongst the masses, all looking up at the sky. At the Grammaton base he saw that the door had been chopped at, but even that effort had been half-hearted, with the axe now lying in a pile of splinters on the floor. 
Inside it was narrow, shadowy and quiet; the hubbub muted by thick stone. Looking up the spiral staircase circling the walls, he thought of his wife and children huddled together above the clock-shop, of the disquiet without and Flalangers words about how all that could change. Then he locked the door, wedged the ancient old check-in lectern against it, and started up the stairs for the silent clock.
There was a woman sitting in the middle of the topmost belfry. 
The great bronze ball hung beside her, with its four spindles reaching out to the glowing cardinal clock faces. Each of them hung motionless, their purity smeared a faded yellow. The woman was a caste Freemantle didn't recognize; segmented through the middle, rising up with the upper body, arms and head of some kind of mogrified green Sectile, perhaps a Mantis, but with the legs of a woman. She sat calmly in a white robe, as if she'd been waiting quite comfortably. Fresh revelatory lamps played around her, setting her angular face and chiseled green features in sharp relief. 
"Hello, Freemantle," she said, as Freemantle breasted the top of the stairs. "Welcome."
Freemantle let the pendulum he'd brought from his clock shop slide into his palm. He'd never seen this woman before. He took a step forward.
"You won't be needing that," said the figure, nodding at the pendulum. Her Sectile face betrayed its tarnished age, and there seemed to be a length of silver metal, like a spar from inside the ball's clockwork mechanism, jutting from her chest.
Freemantle walked out of the shadows. "You've got a spar in your chest," he said, pointing.
"I know." The old woman smiled a tight Sectile smile. "It's been there for some time."
Freemantle stood blankly, looking down at her smiling old face. With that metal in her chest she shouldn't be alive, or should at least be bleeding, but she was calm, as if nothing was wrong. Freemantle tried another tack.
"What are you doing here?" 
"It's what you suspect. Waiting for you."
Freemantle nodded, because there was nothing else he could do. He pulled up a workman's stool, sat on it, and let the heavy pendulum weight rest against the musty timbered floor. Had he always known this day would come? The suspicion had been there since the clock first failed to chime; underlying his conversation with Flalangers, with Kelly, with the fading sense of chaos brewing in the air outside.
"It's all true then."
The old woman nodded. "I'm afraid so. This world is not long for the light, and I can't hold back the tide anymore." She gave a sad, open-armed shrug. "I don't have it in me."
Freemantle took a deep breath. Ever since he'd started working in the Grammaton there'd been a strange, haunted feeling to the topmost belfry. It came in part from all the old stories; the sense that the clock tower was a crossing point, a place where this world met with others across the Corpse. It gave the Grammaton clocksman a special responsibility. Managing the clock's chimes, keeping the balance of a hundred thousand delicate moving parts in the innermost mechanism, was only the beginning of what had drawn him into a deep and meaningful relationship with the place. 
His lips were dry. 
"I don't want it," he said. "Whatever you're offering."
"And that's really the point," said the woman. "If you wanted it, you would never be the right man."
"I have a wife. Two baby boys."
"I had a husband too, and children." 
Freemantle shook his head. "I'll not do it." 
The old woman frowned slightly, her compound eyes crinkling. "You don't even know what it is, though, do you?"
Freemantle let the pendulum fully drop, too heavy to hold anymore. The sound of it thunking against the dusty boards was muted. When he spoke his voice didn't sound like his own. "I heard the stories. The one before me, Gilerius, he spoke of you. And before him, Robaston. I didn't believe it. How could I?" 
The old woman shrugged. "I'm here. It's real all the same."
They sat in silence for a time. From outside, through the thin skin of the clock faces, came the crumping sound of a distant explosion.
"That was the plaster mill," she said, though her gaze didn't flicker from Freemantle's face. "In the depths of Afric. Their setting agent is explosive. A little boy called Hieronius threw a pocket revelatory rocket through the cooling window and the whole thing went up. It looks like three people are dead, sixteen crippled."
Freemantle stared at her. The rumors had hinted at it, but to hear such knowledge espoused so casually was stunning.
"One little boy," said the old woman.
There was more silence, broken only by the reedy shouts of drunks, none as loud as they should be.
"I saw you take out that one Febrile," the old woman went on. "In the park. The pendulum was a wise move. I like to see it kept within the ilk."
Freemantle looked down at the pendulum, resting now forlorn at his feet. There were fibers from the boys clothing clinging to it, in a smear of sticky blood. Seeing that made him feel ill. "It's all I had." 
"And you used it well. I can tell you, they would have abused that boy further had you not stepped in. Not at first, of course. Nothing ever is. It's only been a few hours since the dawn didn't come."
"They were just boys," said Freemantle, trying to re-set the reality with words. "When I was their age I was playing Cuttlebones or making clocks."
The Mantis smiled. "Purpose, Freemantle. Let me tell you. It makes a sizable difference."
Freemantle couldn't keep his eyes from focusing on the pendulum. He hadn't seen the blood on it earlier. It was too dark in the park. "I think I really hurt that one boy."
"Yes," said the old woman drily. "It's likely he will die. You broke only one rib, but the shattered ends passed into his right lung, which is even now filling up with blood. I give him another half hour. Of course, if it wasn't for the asthma he'd contracted as a child from the logger's soot yards, he might be able to survive with only one lung for a time, and the second would drain eventually, as the rib healed into place."
Freemantle gulped. "But now he'll die."
"Yes. There's nothing you can do about it. Even if you ran there yourself, what would you do, pull the rib out with your bare hands? That won't stop the bleeding. You'll never ferry him to the Bodyswell in time, and then what would you pay them with? They are inundated with the injured rich already. I'm afraid you've killed him."
That struck home like the toll of the clock. Killed him? He'd felt the violence growing in the streets around him, but hadn't noticed it swelling in him. He cast about for something, anything to lessen the burden. "I saved the smaller boy, though."
The woman nodded. "Yes, you did. And very likely you've turned around the lives of the two others. Even as we speak, the Oyster-eyes is home facing up to his drunkard father. The father wanted to join the revelers in Sharfield Park, but the boy is insisting he stay. I imagine things will come to blows soon, and since the father is a drunkard weak with the brew, the boy will beat him and cast him out. At the park he will likely spend the last of his dime on a buxom damask with barely a shred of paint. In all likelihood he'll be high on Scarab-smoke within the night, and within a week he'll be out of money and ready to die. Shortly after that, I expect, he will die."
Freemantle only stared. "You know this? You've seen the future?"
The old Sectile smiled with surprising warmth. "I don't know it. It didn't happen yet. But I expect as much."
Freemantle's head spun with legends; of the darkness and the light, of the promise his world lived upon, of Kelly and his boys and the boy dying in the park. "Are you never surprised?"
The old woman laughed. "Oh, Freemantle, I'm surprised every day."
"You seem happy. Aren't about to die?"
"I am," said the old woman, "but I'm old and my time has come, brought about by events in the world. This is not my choice. You are familiar with the Bunnymen?"
Freemantle frowned. Already his concern for the fires below was dimming away. "Of course. They overpopulated the city. The famines hit us all, but the genocide ended five years earlier. There have been none in all that time."
"No," she said, "the genocide finished tonight. The Malakite called Killin Jack has been hunting the last few holdouts; Bunnymen who went to ground. I've watched his long slaughter for years. Tonight Jack found the last Bunny. He murdered him and took his infant child. I thought Jack might relent at the last, but he did not. With the baby in his arms, he jumped into the Levi River and drowned."
Freemantle leaned forward in his chair. "And that caused the clock to stop? How?"
The old Sectile smiled, and pointed to the spar in her heart. "It broke my heart. I can't watch anymore, Freemantle. I've seen more sorrow than any caste alive. I've lived more lives than you can imagine, and I can't live any more."
"Can't live?" Freemantle asked, and shook his head, trying to clear away the fog of legends. "From what I've heard, you only watch. None of it is real for you. But I have a wife and two boys. Do you understand? They are real to me. My debt is to them. When I hold my wife in my arms, I know what I must do."
The old woman chuckled. "Perhaps. Perhaps you're right. But I've known love, Freemantle, of a sort you can not yet imagine."
"Not real love. You can't love from a tower. You can't love with a spar through your heart."
"I remember it, from the days before Lord Quill swept away the Drazi plague. Such fierce joys. I know you would die for your Kelly, even kill for her. Already you have accepted the death of the boy in the park, because what if their victim had been your son? What if the attackers had been your own?"
"My boys will never be like that."
"I think you're right," said the old woman. "I believe you."
Freemantle looked at his hands in his lap. They were trembling.
"I know how you feel. I know exactly how you feel. I felt the same way."
Freemantle looked up. "You said you were married. Did you have children?"
"Yes."
"Oh sweet Heart," said Freemantle, resting his heavy head in his hands. 
"I was married and I had children. Do you know what became of them? My husband re-married after two years. For two years he wore black, thinking me dead, and then he met a new woman. She was a seamstress for the Heart, she sewed millenicruxes all day, and she loved him as much as I ever did. She worked hard and she raised my girls well. Of course they all died long ago, but I have great-great-grandchildren now, and I love them all."
Freemantle's head drooped into his hands. "It isn't fair. You can't ask this."
"It's more than fair. The Heart knows, Freemantle. You will be part of its plan for us all. It asks an enormous sacrifice, but it will repay you ten times over."
"But what's it for?" he demanded, raising his voice. "This dwindling, the stopped clock, the dark sky, what is it?"
The old woman smiled. "Everything dies. You've heard the same tales I did as a child; that our world has been dead since before it was born. We call it the Corpse World for a reason, because the Darkness that came before is always gnawing at it. What right does a corpse have to life? Only that which we give it with our own hands. We must breathe life into it with every dawn, and now that duty falls to you. Think of yourself as the wick for the world's candle. When the flame burns you may not see the wick, but it is always there. Without it, what happens to the flame?"
Freemantle stared. "It's just cold wax."
"Just wax," she said. "Not alive. It dwindles out. You know what I'm asking, and you know there's no choice."
Freemantle shook his head. "I can't do it." 
"You'll be more alone than ever," said the old woman, "but you'll never be alone again."
"I said I can't!" 
"You'll know more than you've ever known," she went on. "You'll see more than you've ever seen. And there will be love, Freemantle. The Heart has chosen you. Before you were even born, you were chosen. You will be closer to the Heart than any other person alive. In return it will let you guide those you leave behind."
"No." Freemantle turned away, then back again. What good was it returning to Kelly just to watch the world thin out together? Tears sprang to his eyes. What good would it do his boys? 
"I have over two hundred descendants across the Corpse," she said. "The Heart wants that for us. You were chosen precisely because it's hard for you to leave. You are solid to the core, Freemantle, more solid than the steel in that pendulum, and that is why it must be you."
"You said you can't bear it; the weight of so much death. What if I can't either?"
"Then the city will die, while you watch. The Darkness will thicken and consume everything, and that will be an end."
A tear rolled down Freemantle's cheek. "Don't ask me to leave Kelly."
"It's not me asking. It's the Heart. And now my time is up. Good-bye, Freemantle, and good luck."
The old woman reached to the silver spar in her chest, and pulled it out. An instant later there was only the length of silver metal clattering on the floor. The old Sectile was gone. 
Freemantle walked over. He picked up the spar and held it to the light.
"Please," he said, and thought of his wife and his boys, and of the Darkness creeping up over them all. It would not get better. It would get worse. He saw his reflection in the spar's polished silver surface. What kind of man was he, and what kind of man would he become? There wasn't any choice. He had to leave them behind.
He lifted the spar high, then drove it into his heart.
For a moment there was darkness.
Then an explosion came, as the sun flung itself up over the eastern wall and cheers burst across the city. The Sunsmelters flamed to life as the first rivers of morning light raced into the channels of the city, banishing the darkness, until all the shadows were gone and the people below cheered as the Grammaton dawn chimes rang out.
In the apartment above the clock shop, Kelly Montagne stood at her window with the boys in her arms, and rejoiced as the sunlight crept down the street.
And for Freemantle, there was everything. He saw the sun kiss his wife and his boys. He watched the light wash over the dead boy in the park, and he saw the Oyster-eyes' drunk father creeping back to the lair of a damask. He saw the boy that blew up the plaster factory, white in his hair, crying by the wreckage. He saw the blazing Sunsmelters pits on the wall, and Skinny Rich dithering, and Flalangers yelling at the men to get it smelted, get it cooked. He saw the King in his Aigle palace, and he saw all the people leave Grammaton Square and return to their lives as the new day began.
Somewhere far off the next child was born, and somewhere far off an old man passed on, and Freemantle saw, and watched over them all.
 



 
 
CELL III
 
 
Sen sagged back against the head of the bed. 
Freemantle's tale was revelatory. It didn't fit with anything he knew; not about the Rot, about the Saint, about their war. Rather it hinted at a world where nothing was as he'd thought it was, where all-knowing clocksmen flitted through the air watching over their lives, but to what end? It didn't make any sense. How could that fend off the end of the world?
He opened his mouth, closed it, thought again, then finally spoke.  
"You're sure it wasn't the Rot?"
Freemantle shook his head. "It wasn't the same. I saw the Rot, remember? I saw you fight it. This was different."
"Different how?"
Freemantle thought for a moment. "The Rot is a thing. It may not be alive, but it certainly exists within the Worlds. It may not 'want' anything in a conscious sense, but still it acts to take what it 'wants'. It's hungry all the time. But this darkness that enveloped our world wasn't even a thing. It didn't exist, it didn't 'want' anything, it was an absence only. As it spread closer it wasn't like the world was being consumed; it was like the world was growing smaller. There were just fewer places I could look at." He thought a moment more. "The old Sectile told me it was the Darkness from legend; the unending Dark atop which the Heart built the Corpse Worlds, that existed long before the Rot. The Rot is a creation of the Heart, after all." 
Sen breathed out a long, slow breath. "And you were chosen by the Heart." 
Freemantle nodded. "So my predecessor said."
Sen rubbed his eyes. The sense of his fingers on his eyelids was something real, helping to ground him. "So you were chosen by the Heart," he said, trying to pick a path forward, "but have you ever seen the Heart? Did it ever tell you what it wanted from you?"
Freemantle shook his head. "Not in words."
Sen felt queasy. "But still you watched for three hundred years. You gave up your family." 
"I did. I have watched over my descendants to this day. Somehow I have kept them safe."
"But how?" Sen pressed. "How could you stop the Darkness by watching? How did you keep them safe, if you couldn't effect anything at all?"
"I don't understand it myself," Freemantle said. "I just know that at times when my family were in danger, that danger soon passed. Not completely and not always, but mostly. Is it because I saw them, and wished for relief? I can't say. Other times I saw my influence directly; through witnessing some atrocity or other, I sensed the course of events shifting, as if impacted by my presence. Wars ended faster when I focused on them. Violence and cruelty were reduced. People still died, there was still suffering, but it seemed to be lessened by the weight of my attention."
"Until now," said Sen.
Freemantle sighed. "Until now."
Sen looked at the plate on the bed beside him. It was good to focus on something real. The white blocks looked as unappetizing as anything he could imagine. He scooped another spoonful of the tasteless white stuff into his mouth and chewed it slowly, though it barely needed chewing. 
"The Darkness came for your world, and by coming here you staved it off," he summarized. "Then the Rot came for my world, and I staved it off with the Saint. I even came here, but still the Darkness finished the job. The two must be related."
"I am certain of it," Freemantle answered confidently. "Although I don't know how. When the Rot consumes a thing, where does it go? Legend says it returns to the Darkness."
Sen chewed more, contemplating.
"I'll tell you this about the Rot," Freemantle went on. "By trade I was a clocksman; it was my business to understand the underlying mechanisms of a thing, how it worked, then model it. Now I've studied the workings of our world for hundreds of years, the underlying organization, and I found no sign of a need for something like the Rot, unless there was also the Darkness."
Sen lifted one eyebrow. "What do you mean, no need?"
Freemantle held his hands in the air before him, shoulders-width apart, warming to his subject. "Imagine these are the two polarities of all life on the Corpse, and therefore of morality. On the one hand there are all the good intentions, all the desires to grow, propagate within reason and within means. On the other are the disproportional desires, the will to power over others, the drive to enslave and control. You see, they stand in opposition. Within us, as with all castes, like Indurans, Gawks, Sectiles, whichever, they are not so opposing. They intertwine. One man may have grand wishes but be in the thrall of a certain morality. Another man may have no such morality, but no strong desire to grow, no ambition to rule. You see? This creates a spectrum across which all manners of good and evil can lie."
"I see that."
"And where is the Rot in this system? What function does it serve? It comes in and simply destroys the system. It is an unbalance within that scale; but therein lies the confusion, because the Rot exists on a broader scale, not one of morality between living creatures. We often think of the Rot as evil, but it isn't evil. Instead it is a doorway between existence and the absence of any existence. That's the Darkness. So the Rot is a mechanism for rebalancing the Heart's creation. In that I believe my forbear was right, and all this is part of the Heart's plan. You must be part of that plan too. You came here, as I did. Perhaps you're here to bring up the sun on the world again, as I once did."
Sen pondered that. "Then I need to banish the Darkness. But if I understand you correctly, I can't do that, because the Darkness doesn't exist; there's nothing to fight. I could fight the Rot, but this wasn't the Rot. So how do I fight it?"
"Through the veil. It must be the only way."
Sen sighed. "For which there are risks. But I'm ready to take risks." 
Freemantle nodded. The panic of earlier had faded, now, replaced with resolve. "Then it's simple, and I'll help you." He pointed to the low white chair that faced the wall. "The first time, I sat there and thought of my Kelly and the boys, and then she was there."
"As simple as that?"
Freemantle shrugged. "Perhaps. My first passage through is a long time ago now. What I do remember is that at first, I thought it was some magic of the chair itself. Soon I learnt otherwise. I had only to close my eyes at the desk, on the bed, wherever, and I was with them; watching them laugh, watching the boys grow up. It was like a dream, but real."
"And after that you stopped trying to escape."
"For a time."
Sen peered at him. "What do you mean?"
Freemantle withdrew slightly. "I don't mean anything. Just, it wasn't easy for me. After she died, after I'd been here for forty years, I didn't know what to do."
Sen stood, and moved to the chair. Sitting down felt like a statement of defiance. "So what did you do then?"
"Nothing. I kept on watching the world."
Sen tried to imagine that sense of loss, for everyone you knew to be dead, then realized he was feeling it now. He loved Feyon, but she was gone. They hadn't shared a lifetime, but they'd been through so much together. He remembered her as a spoilt young girl asking to stroke his scars, and he remembered her as a young woman too, standing in the Carroway rabblehouses and leading men and women in recitations of stories from the Saint. 
"You thought of your wife?" he asked. Freemantle nodded. "I'm going to try."
"Good luck. Be careful."  
Sen closed his eyes and pictured Feyon; her rich red hair, her beautiful, puddingy Blue cheeks, hoping it might bring them back together, that the veil would work its wonders, but nothing happened. He squeezed tighter and held his breath, turning over moments with her in the millinery; clinking glasses and kissing under the moonlight, laughing at something Gellick said, arguing for hours about the best lead article for The Saint, but still nothing came. 
When he opened his eyes, Freemantle was watching him still. 
"It didn't work," Sen said.
"Try again," said Freemantle. "I must have thought of my Kelly many times before the veil first opened to me. Perhaps it was tied to one specific memory; my sense of home. Think of home, Sen."
Sen closed his eyes and tried to think of home, and again his first thought was of Feyon. He imagined her poised to smile, red hair cascading, teasing him about his serious expression. She was laughing. She was serious. Her face was afraid. She was outside the Aigle as the Darkness swamped down.
Still nothing happened, and no veil opened up.
He opened his eyes. "No."
"What did you think of?" asked Freemantle.
"Feyon," said Sen. 
Freemantle rubbed his large chin. "Your lady friend? Hmm. Then perhaps she is not your key memory. She is your future, I can see that, but is she your home?"
"I suppose not," said Sen. "That would be the millinery. Or the Abbey? With the others."
"Then think of that."
Sen closed his eyes and thought of the Abbey. He imagined the others; Gellick walking round the rounds with Alam, talking about rocks; Mare laughing at them all as they tried to catch frogs down by the pond; Daveron telling stories of cruelty by revelatory light at night; Feyon standing outside the grounds, ordering the Adjunc in.
Nothing came. 
He broadened the scope of the picture, including the Abbess and the Sisters. He pictured the Abbey grounds in summer with him and Sister Henderson running around in a joyful game of catch, falling over each other and laughing and starting up again so giddy they could barely breathe. He imagined Sharachus watching from the cathedral top, scuttling over friezes depicting Saint Ignifer. He thought of Sister Henderson beneath her white sheet, where her remains lay shredded and trampled by the Adjunc, but still nothing came. Last of all he thought of his mother, Avia. He pictured their final moments standing by the revenant, only seconds before she stepped through into the blue. 
Then something happened.
He opened his eyes on white. For a moment he thought he was back in the room with Freemantle, but it wasn't the cell, and the lantern-jawed clocksman was nowhere to be seen. 
He stood up, though there wasn't any chair beneath him. Ethereal white mists surrounded him, seeming to stretch on forever, lapping at his legs on invisible breezes. A faint sound carried to him that might have been distant crying.
"Hello!" he called into the white, advancing carefully. "Freemantle?"
The crying grew closer. He turned through the mist to seek it out, sending wreaths of white trailing over his shoulders. Soon the crying grew loud, and the white unfolded to reveal a naked female figure kneeling on the floor, hunched over something shrouded by her long dark hair. Her shoulders kneaded up and down like strange lumps under the pale skin of her back. 
"Mother?" he asked, and approached cautiously. "Avia, is that you?"
She didn't reply, so he laid his hand gently on her shoulder. At his touch she shifted to the side, revealing what she had been working on; a thin, gray-faced baby, covered in long wounds that seeped a slow, dark blood. In the woman's hand was a bloodstained knife. The baby was struggling feebly, held down by her hand. 
"My son," the woman whispered. Avia. Her mad dark eyes bored into his. "My son, where have your scars gone? Will I have to carve them all again?"
Before he could pull away she clutched him by the throat and pulled him in toward the knife. He tried to break free but her grip was like a Balast's. She pressed the blade into his cheek and began carving again the first of his lines. 
 



 
 
FREEMANTLE II
 
 
He jerked awake with a start, gasping in the cell. Freemantle was sitting by his side watching him closely.
"What happened?" he asked eagerly. "Did you reach the veil?"
Sen shuddered, disoriented by the speed of the transition from that white space to this one, still feeling the sharp pain in his cheek. He reached up to touch it, but there was no sign of blood on his fingers. 
Had it really happened? His eyes fixed on Freemantle's concerned eyes, urging him to explain. 
"I don't know," he said, trying to put words to the strangeness. "It was awful. I was in the same white mists, and I saw my mother carving my scars. Except it wasn't me, it was a baby on the floor, but it was me." The thought of that still shook him. "She was naked, and the baby was just..." He trailed off. "Bleeding. I spoke to her, and she reached up to start carving me too." He pointed to his cheek. "There's no mark?"
Freemantle peered closer, paling now, but did not speak for a long moment. 
"Is there?" Sen pressed. "Was that even the veil?" 
Freemantle shook his head. "There's no mark. At least, I think so. Perhaps the skin is red, I can't be sure. But that is not the normal veil, Sen." He paused for a moment, wavering on the verge of an old, hidden memory. "I did have a vision like that once, though."
Sen sat up straighter. His head throbbed as if he'd drunk too much amaranth wine. "What vision?"
"It wasn't the same," Freemantle said, then stood, and went to collect another book from his shelf. "But similar enough."
He sat again, with the white book resting tenderly across his knees, and ran his fingers over the plain cover. "I haven't read this entry for a long time." 
"How long is long?"
"Centuries," he said wistfully. "I mostly stopped writing them after Kelly died."
Sen looked at the book. Freemantle held it tightly shut, as if the contents would be dangerous if allowed out. 
"It's what you saw after she died," Sen guessed. "You said there was something, but you didn't say what."
Freemantle lifted the book, then paused, clearly struggling, before he held it out. "Here."
Sen took the book reverently and opened it.
"I even remember the date," said Freemantle, his eyes losing focus as if he was gazing back into the past. "There was a terrible ague that year, brought on by cross-caste relations between Unforgiven."
"You mean the Red Ague?" Sen asked. Freemantle nodded. "I've heard of it. It's why the Unforgiven were hunted down. You mean you witnessed that happen?"
"Yes," said Freemantle dreamily, "and the genocides that followed. My line had not so widely diversified then; there were only twenty or so of my descendants in the city. All but one of them died in the sickness."
Sen tried to picture how that must have felt, watching helplessly as his grandchildren died one by one. "Your descendants almost died out."
Freemantle went on, seemingly not hearing anything Sen said. "I saw the vision as the last, a young Scarabite named Heckled Marcy, lay on her deathbed."
"And what did you see?"
Freemantle shuddered. "I don't like to think of it. It's in the diary, you can read it. The final entry."
Sen flipped through the pages, past hundreds of entries written out in a neat hand that grew more disjointed as he neared the end, until he found the last entry and began to read.
Today I saw something that terrified me. I closed my eyes to this cell and opened them in the veil, but the world did not appear. Instead I saw only white, and standing before me was my Kelly, sobbing. She didn't say it, but I knew from looking at her that our two sons had died. She was distraught, and even though I knew both Kelly and our sons had died many years ago, it terrified me to the core. I went to Kelly and embraced her, but I could not console her. She didn't notice me or hear my words, and nothing I did could ease her pain. She was alone, because I had abandoned her. All those years ago I abandoned her, and now I saw that the hurt had never stopped, not even after she died, and she would never forgive me for what I'd done.
I woke in the chair. There was no sign of her.
I know I abandoned her. Now she has abandoned me too. Have I been forsaken for the things I've done? It's so hard to know. I thought I did everything I could. Now I daren't go to her again.
Sen touched the last letters, sprawled untidily and difficult to read, then closed the book. He looked at Freemantle, feeling his pain reach its rawest point. This was the point from which the deep, slow shame welled up. 
"What happened next?" he asked.
Freemantle took the book back and laid it gently on the desk. "Nothing happened next."
"But you did not write again."
"Not in that book. I wrote in others. I wrote of the wonders in the world."
Sen cocked his head slightly. "So you went back to the veil. Of course you did. But you never saw Kelly again?"  
Freemantle shook his head, offering nothing, but Sen read more into it. There were depths here he didn't understand, and perhaps they were important. He didn't want to pry into Freemantle's pain, but he had to know what the true costs of the veil were.  
"There's something you're not telling me."
Freemantle stood and returned the diary to the shelf. He didn't turn back.
"What happened next?" Sen pressed. "What did you do after you saw Kelly? You wrote 'I daren't go to her again', but you did, didn't you? What made that change?"
"Nothing," said Freemantle, his voice blank. "I stayed in the cell for a week, and I didn't try to return to the world, until finally I did."
Sen stood up. "There's something more. What did you do for all that time, Freemantle, only lie on the bed? There's nothing else to do here."
Freemantle turned back to Sen. His eyes were weary.
"I tried to escape," he said. 
"Like I tried? Smashing things?"
"I tried everything you tried," Freemantle said, "everything I could think of, but nothing worked, and I could not escape."
Sen's eyes narrowed. "So…?"
Freemantle let out a long sigh. "It's one memory I wish I could forget. Here. This will be easier."
He strode over and touched Sen's cheek. Memories poured across the contact, thrusting Sen back in time.
* * *
He was inside Freemantle's past, putting the diary down after writing the last entry. The vision of Kelly was still devastating, running through his thoughts endlessly. He couldn't see anything else, no matter how hard he tried. He paced the white room with his knuckles clenching and unclenching, his jaw working in fits and grinding his teeth, but there was no way to escape from this feeling. 
Abandoned. 
He sat on the bed and suffered the pain eating at him. Crying was useless; he'd learned that a long time ago. Screaming brought no relief. He felt both urges raging behind the mask of his face, his lantern jaw churning, as the image of Kelly so alone wormed within his mind; Kelly ignoring him like he was nothing, because he was nothing. Nearly fifty years had gone by and he'd turned into a small hole in history, with no one left alive who remembered him.
His arms trembled. His legs began to shake. He pulled the white sheet from beneath him and held it against his eyes, taut like a blindfold. His knuckles whitened over its white edges, and he pulled so hard it hurt, not because it meant anything to do that but because it meant nothing, and no one was watching, and nothing he did had any consequence. 
For minutes he pressed the sheet to his face with all his strength, until his arms quivered with the tension and his breaths came in gasps. Then he lurched to his feet and attacked the bed in a frenzy. He tore away the bedding and the mattress, then upended the smooth frame. He yanked on one of the bedposts until it cracked, splintering like no wood or metal he'd known before. He ripped the post free, shredding a cut into his left palm which he ignored. 
He beat the bed's leg against the wall until his hands and shoulders ached, but it made no dent in the perfect surface. He turned to the desk and upended it, scattering all his notes. He knocked down his shelves and his books, spreading half a century of accumulated notes across the floor. He exulted when one book split at the spine and the pages fluttered out. 
Panting, he noticed the faint pinkish blood from his palm staining the walls. He stabbed his other palm with the bed leg and watched the pink bubble up. He flicked it at the walls and watched the spray patterns it made. He slapped it palm-first onto the sheet, onto the desk underside, over his face. For a long moment he looked at the faint blood, and the sharp edge, then decided. 
He ground the sharp edge deeper into his wrist, cutting a furrow in the smooth white skin so more pink flowed out. This was a victory, and he cried it out. He tossed the bed leg away and dropped down beside the white chair, now daubed pink. He felt dizzy. He slumped there watching fake blood come out of this body that wasn't his. It wasn't a real body, and he wasn't a real person. 
His vision blurred. He curled up on the floor. He'd watched so many, many people die, and now he was one of them, and would join them. He'd go to Kelly again, and hold her this time, and she'd know he was there, and maybe she'd finally forgive him for what he'd done. 
He closed his eyes and his breathing grew shallow. His skin paled. Finally, he died. The room lay in tatters about him, until the light went out and hid its wreckage from sight. 
He woke again on the floor by the wall, in a white room that was undamaged, in a body that was just as perfect as before. He looked at his hands and laughed. He opened his mind to the veil, ready to attack anything he saw in that white space. Instead the world came. The Red Plague was over, and Heckled Marcy had survived. The helplessness fell from him. Somehow this was real again, and he had a duty to do. 
* * *
Sen shuddered up from the vision, eyes blazing at Freemantle, who was now sitting meekly again. 
"I'm sorry," Freemantle said. "I thought it might be easier if I showed you…" he trailed off.
"It's all right," said Sen, getting his breathing under control. The images were shocking, but he'd seen stranger things before. Seem in the ruin of Aradabar had committed countless atrocities. Alam's torments had gone on and on. "I understand. What you did, what happened to you. It was terrible, but I would've done the same."
Freemantle looked up, the shame billowing off him. "Would you? I abandoned my duty. You haven't."
"I'm just getting started," said Sen. He meant it as a joke, but it didn't sound funny even to him. "Listen. I understand. Did you see King Seem's memory, in me? Did you see the atrocities he did, when he went mad? Three thousand years he was alone, in the ruins of Aradabar. He murdered countless people. He enslaved Dark Giants and tortured them for a distraction. Anyone would go mad given that much pain."
"I don't like to think about it. I did see King Seem. I saw what you've been through." Now there was sympathy in his eyes. "Your life hasn't been easy, either. When you beat Sharachus…"
He trailed off, and Sen laughed, a sharp sound in the silent cell; more grief than humor. "Neither of us is perfect. But we keep trying. You're still here, watching over us all."
Freemantle straightened up. "I'm still here."
For a time they were silent. Sen squeezed his fists in their bandaging. Perhaps the next time he emerged from the veil, these would be healed, just like Freemantle's. 
"And you couldn't die," he said, after a time.
Freemantle looked up. "No. After that, I realized there was no way out, bar handing the duty over. I could have done that many times, I think, in the years that followed. There were times when I felt the Darkness gathering, when the distance between myself and the world grew thin, but I didn't want to put this burden upon another. As time went by, I realized I didn't even really want to die. I just didn't want to be alone."
Sen nodded. Nobody wanted that. Neither did they want to shirk their duty. That was always the choice. Responsibility was a solitary thing. 
"You're going back in, aren't you?" asked Freemantle.
"I have to." Sen said. "I saw my mother, so maybe I can go wherever she went; perhaps another white cell, with another clocksman to watch over it." He smiled. "I have to try. Will you come with me?"
Freemantle shook his head. "I've already tried everything I could think of. When you were gone I tried again, but there's nothing left for me in the veil. Perhaps there's something left for you, though."
Sen nodded, and offered his hand. "Wish me luck then."
Freemantle clasped Sen's hand between his own. "Good luck, Sen."
He closed his eyes, and thought of Avia. 
 



 
 
THE VEIL I
 
 
The white space appeared around him again, but it was different this time. The mist was cold now, and moved on a light wind, carrying flakes of white with it. Sen caught one on his palm; a perfect crystal that melted against the warmth of his skin. Snow. He turned and now there was snow falling everywhere, settling in a thick white layer over the grass. For a moment his breath caught, as he realized where he was. 
The Abbey. 
The sound of the Sisters singing a chorister hymn carried through the heavy, muting silence of the mist. Snow rustled as it trickled through branches in the graveyard. Down beyond the Abbey gates, distant figures moved on the Haversham. 
For a moment Sen just stood, absorbing this vision of a wintry world. 
It had been summer when he left the city. Snow hadn't fallen in months. Did that mean this was the veil, or was it real? In either case, it was beautiful; a world he'd lived in for most of his life. Standing there in the grounds, he realized how much he'd missed it. These had been simple days, spent with his friends in the Abbey. Even with the Adjunc to worry about, and his mother, and the dark circle of the Rot in the sky, it had been good; perhaps the best days of his life.
Home.
He started along the grass to the cloister, where he followed a path along the ancient flagstones that he'd walked many times before. The cold tingled in his fingers and toes, but didn't grow uncomfortable. Ahead the cathedral tower loomed like a ghost, its white spire appearing and disappearing through the mists and snow. 
At the habitry's edge he stopped, and looked into the schoolroom where they'd all once studied. It didn't surprise him to see them in there even now. Alam, Feyon, Daveron, Gellick and Mare sat at their long benches, working shapes into clay as they had on a day many years ago. For a long moment he watched them; all so young, so small. 
This was the veil, then. This wasn't real, but still he allowed himself a smile. He remembered this day, not long after the first time they'd shared their stories with each other in the night. The next day they'd worked on fashioning figures of their heroes from clay. For Sen that had meant a miniature of Saint Ignifer. 
His gaze now was drawn to Gellick, and he pressed his face to the glass to see better. He remembered that for Gellick, this day had been different. The Balast had focused on his clay sculpture harder than any of them, and stayed long after the others had left to finish it. Sen had stayed with him. It was a happy memory, but sad as well. 
A breeze picked up around him, flurrying snow across the window and blocking Gellick from his view. Sen pressed his face closer to the glass to see, and when the flurry cleared he found he was no longer outside the glass, but inside, sitting at the bench with Gellick by his side. They were both modeling clay into the forms of their heroes. 
Sen looked around the room. At another bench Alam was sitting with Feyon, attempting to impress her with permutations of a long-necked Wyvern from one of his father's tall tales of King Seem's Yoked Empire, making it clown around and bite at its own wings. She laughed haughtily from time to time, when she was not examining her long black and silver nails. She didn't touch the clay at all. In the corner Mare shaped her clay into a powerful Cray atop a wing-sailed ship; the Albatross pirate king. Daveron sat with his lump of clay stretched into a long oval, depicting Awa Babo the Moleman god. 
Sen looked down at the clay beneath his fingers. He had child's hands, but more scar line than plain skin. The clay was hard and cold. He pushed a nut-brown finger into it, tanned from the last long summer in the grounds before he left, and tried to angle out a misericorde spike, sculpt a shield; the armament of the Saint, but each stroke in the gray lump only made it less lifelike. 
He turned to see Gellick's work. The Balast smiled when he saw Sen watching him. 
"It's Lord Quill," he said, his voice only faintly gravelly, like a patter of light rain on the Abbey roof. He held up the figure for Sen to see. To Sen's eye it was perfect, a replication of the last Man of Quartz so lifelike that he might leap into his chariot and burst into flight at any moment, carrying his eight wives and all the Drazi infection away from the city. His skin seemed to shine from within, as if afire. 
Sen looked sadly down at his own lump.
"That's amazing, Gellick," he said, following a script from long ago. "Really amazing."
Gellick shrugged. "It's nothing. Practice. My parents do this every night in gravel and clay, when they read their Hax. Stone knows stone."
Sen prodded at his gray lump. "Do you think I can know it?" 
"I don't know," said Gellick, after a time. "Is it important that you do?"
Sen flashed a smile. "Sister Henderson thinks it's important."
"But do you?"
He gave the clay a light punch. "No. I suppose not."
"Then that's the reason. To make something, really make something, you have to care."
Sen cocked his head to the side. "What do you mean?"
"I mean it has to matter. You have to give something. Time, energy, effort. I spend hours every day preparing for the Hax, because the day I don't I'll begin to calcify."
Sen nudged the hard-skinned rock-man on the shoulder. It hurt him now, to hear the callow words come from his own mouth. "You'll never calcify. We'll ride together, Prince Coxswold and Saint Ignifer forever." 
Gellick stroked the line of Lord Quill's powerful arm, then looked up at Sen with his eyes shimmering. "Do you really think so?"
"Of course. Why would you calcify if you didn't have to?"
Gellick turned the hero before him. He set it down on the desk, then turned to Sen, and now there was something different about him, something new in his jewelly green eyes. 
"Sen," he said, "it's all right."
"What's all right?"
At that Gellick began to change. His body grew, turning dark with a crusted outer lith, the emerald shine fading from his eyes. Now his voice rumbled when he spoke. "I know what you have to do. I understand. And it's all right."
Sen began to cry, though he didn't know why. His hands before him stretched out, growing into those of a young man, his scars becoming tight and thin.
"I didn't mean for you all to die," he said. "I'm sorry."
Gellick patted his back. "It's all right, Sen. We all die. We're all lost."
Sen threw his arms around the Balast's shoulder; he was too bulky now to close the hug. Instead he clung to him and wept, remembering the pride in Gellick's face as he'd set off to rally his people to the fight, the determination to make that moment count, even if he couldn't hold on to it forever. 
Gellick patted his back. 
"It's all right, really. It's harder for you than me. I never doubted you'd save us, not for a second. I still believe it."
Then the Balast was being pulled away. Sen looked up and saw him shrinking into the distance, as was the Abbey and the world. 
"Wait," he called desperately, hungry for one more moment with his friend, "Gellick wait, I need you."
"Goodbye, Sen," the Balast said, his voice hushing to quiet. "Thank you for all you're going to do."
The world sucked into a speck of dust and was gone.
* * *
Freemantle was there, and he caught Sen as he staggered up from the chair shouting and gasping. He calmed him and guided him to the bed, where he cocooned him in place with pillows, wrapped up beneath the white covers. 
Sen felt frantic and torn. He knew he had to do something urgently, but he no longer knew what it was. He felt pale and sickly, with a cold sweat making him clammy and ill. He gagged as if to vomit, and what he swallowed back was bilious and foul. His gaze flicked hungrily around the room, settling on details for seconds only before darting away again. 
What was he looking for? 
"What did you see?" Freemantle asked. "Did you pass through the veil? Did you see the world?"
Sen tried to focus on Freemantle; the big jaw, the unruly hair, the concerned eyes. It took him three runs to tell the whole of it, speaking too fast and missing out details, pausing at times to catch his breath and losing his place. His own mind felt slippery, like he couldn't hold on to it. 
When he finished, Freemantle studied him with a puzzled, worried expression. "You mean Gellick, don't you?"
"What?" 
Freemantle frowned. He turned to pick up one of his notebooks and flicked through it, settling on a page of fresh writing, then looked up at Sen with an expression of growing concern. Sen looked back at him with wide eyes, sensing that something was not right, but not understanding why. 
"In your story," Freemantle prompted gently. "You saw him in the Abbey when he helped you carve the figure. He told you about his Hax, and you talked about calcification. You wanted him to stay, you recognized something about him, but throughout your story you only called him 'the Balast.' You mean Gellick, don't you?"
Sen's mouth widened. His hand climbed to his mouth, his brow furrowed and began to twitch.
"Who's Gellick?" he asked, barely a whisper.
* * *
They began the Book of Sen at the beginning, with his earliest memories. Sitting at the desk they took it in turns to write. When Freemantle wrote Sen told him the stories of his life, his birth, his time in the Abbey, the lonely years searching the city for his mother, his friends and the revolution. Together they made sketches of people and places; all the things that he'd seen and done. 
When Sen was writing Freemantle set down his own recollections, drawing from his years of watching over him. There were no clocks in the white cell and no way to record how long passed while they worked, other than the cycles of their own bodies. They slept in shifts when they grew tired. The white jelly food slabs came and they ate. The broken desk was repaired while they slept, and Sen's hands healed. Together they built up a vision of Sen as complete as possible.
The terror was distant for Sen at first. It was hard to believe he'd really lost anything; there was no hole in what he recalled from his days in the Abbey or his time writing the Saint. As far as he recalled, he'd done much of it alone. He'd rebuilt the millinery alone, though he'd wished Alam would have come and joined him. He'd rallied the Calk on his own, standing on their limestone wall and calling out a fresh Hax. 
At first he didn't believe Freemantle when he told him otherwise, pulling from Freemantle's own memories of the revolution. Gellick did this? Gellick was here? It didn't seem possible that he could so completely forget one of his closest friends. Besides, what did Freemantle know? What if Freemantle was lying to him still?
Then he thought back to the strange Balast in the classroom. Who was this boy, if not Gellick? There were no good answers. 
It meant that already he'd forgotten one of his friends. How much more would he lose? Gellick had thanked him for what he was about to do. That did terrify him. What if he lost Mare or Daveron? What if he lost Feyon; every precious, awful, delirious moment? That would be the worst thing he could imagine; except when it did happen, he wouldn't care, because he wouldn't remember what he'd lost. Who would that make him then? Would he believe he'd written the Saint entirely himself, that he'd raised the city to revolution and fought off the Rot alone?
He shuddered at the thought. 
"We need more," he told Freemantle, after they'd filled the first book. "For when I forget everything and I'm at the edge, and there's nothing left inside here." He tapped his head. "I need to know who they were and what they meant to me. I can't afford to forget why I'm doing this."
Freemantle could only nod, though Sen could read his sense of horror plainly. Freemantle was afraid. He'd had some understanding of the risks of the veil from his own losses, but they had been slow, spread out over centuries. Sen's loss was jarring and total, and he didn't know if he should be encouraging this young man to butcher his own mind any further. 
"I can't imagine it," was all he said.
"We don't need to imagine," Sen said. "We're going to live it."
They worked for what could have been days, adding details just as Sen had once fleshed out The Saint newspaper in long raucous sessions with his friends. They filled in spaces with names, numbers, scents and impressions down to the tiniest of details. Sen described the blouse Feyon wore the first time he met her; an ornate white ruffled thing that looked like a cake. He shared his memories borrowed from Alam's head, of the boy Collaber who'd dunked his bedding in piss. He talked about the way it had felt to sit on the rooftop in Carroway, looking down at the statue of Lord Quill and waiting for Sharachus to show.
The Book grew both forward and backward at the same time, swelling to three of Freemantle's white notebooks, then five. They added torn out papers that held rough maps and sketches, the layout of Aradabar beneath the Gutrock wastes, the look on Sharachus' eye when he was about to tell a strange joke, the pattern of scars on Sen's right hand.
As he wrote Sen relived those days in the millinery; how frantic it had seemed then, capturing so many heroes both living and dead in paper and ink, forging a unified narrative out of their interweaving stories, with which to spur his city to revolution. The stakes had been high then, but now they were higher. This was a Hax for his own sanity, upon which rested a world that had already disappeared.
Could he bring it back? 
"That's enough," Sen said at last, when they set the seventh book down on the desk. It made a pile as tall as a clenched fist. How strange to think that this was his whole life. 
"We can do more," Freemantle said. "There are whole sections we haven't delved into. I can remember details about the Carroway barricade that we haven't yet written, then there's more about the millinery, and-"
Sen rested a pale, scarless hand on the man's shoulder. He was afraid, and that was OK. They were both afraid. There were terrible losses to come; losses he wouldn't recognize until after they were gone. Writing it down had only made him more aware of this. Mare would leave him. Feyon would turn away. Even Saint Ignifer would desert him at the end. 
He had to accept that. It was worth it, if there was a chance of saving them. This was the choice between loneliness and duty, the same choice Freemantle had faced. "It's all right. Details won't matter. The Book of Sen is finished."
Freemantle looked him in the eye. "This is your life." The words came heavy with restrained emotion. Despite talking for days, exchanging and transferring information, they hadn't really talked. Sen hadn't shared his growing fear, though he knew Freemantle felt it. "We have to get it all."
"I know what it is," said Sen. He'd expected Freemantle to resist. For him would come the harder burden of telling Sen what he'd lost, if he ever returned. He would have to see that look of surprise again, as all he had to offer was news of loss. "It won't mean anything if I can't get back into the veil."
"And what will any of it mean if you can't remember who you are?" Freemantle went on. "What if you become a different person, one who doesn't want to make this sacrifice anymore? I can't force you to do it. It might all be for nothing."
"Then I'm not who I think I am."
"You are what you remember, Sen," said Freemantle, almost angrily. "When that's gone, you won't be anything. Gellick was important. You can't let yourself forget that."
For a moment Sen felt his control flagging, as an unfamiliar wrinkling of confusion and anger pushed through. Was that something the 'real' Sen would feel, the Sen who had had Gellick in his life? He smoothed it over as best he could. 
"But I will forget," he said. He patted the book pile. "We have this, and it's better than not remembering at all. I'll know their names and what they did for me." He took a breath. "I grew up inspired by Saint Ignifer, Freemantle. From stories written in books. But he wasn't even real. At least Gellick was real, and so are the others, they're all heroes. I can be inspired by that."
"But you won't know," persisted Freemantle, "you won't really know."
Sen gave a fixed smile. "Maybe. But I can't hide here any longer. We've spent enough time trying to hold onto the past. I can't wait for the Darkness to come and consume us."
Freemantle stared. There was nothing more to say, so Sen stood, and smoothed down his white tunic. "I'll go, then."
"You don't know where," said Freemantle, his tone hopeless. "You don't know what you'll do."
"I'll do what I always do. I'll look for my mother. If anyone knows how to stop this, it's her."
"And if you can't find her?" 
Sen squeezed the strange, solitary man's shoulder. What use was there worrying about things he couldn't change? "Have faith in the Heart, Freemantle. I'll find a way."
He went to the white chair, and Freemantle followed. He helped wedge Sen into the seat with pillows from the bed. "You burst out, last time," he explained. "I don't want you to hurt yourself."
Sen looked at him. Freemantle stood there somber-faced, one hand resting protectively on the stack of books on the desk. 
"You may be a different person when you return," he said softly. "After you forget."
Sen reached out to clasp Freemantle's arm. "I trust you to remember for me. Wait for me, please."
"I'll be waiting."
Sen closed his eyes, and thought of his mother.
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GRAMMATON SQUARE
 
 
He opened his eyes to ash.
It fell like a slow, muffling rain around him that hazed the world, through which smudges of fire gleamed in the distance. Shouts rang out muted by the ash, too stifled to pick out. Sen looked down and saw a carpet of cinders underfoot, beneath which lay stone flags. Around him he picked out lumpish mounds through the gloom, and padded through the dust toward the nearest. 
Bodies lay clustered about the charred remnant of a hawker's stand. A dead Adjunc lay in the midst, the ash rendering its garish pink skin to a flattening gray. Around it lay five other bodies, their castes hard to make out for the terrible damage the Adjunc's death throes had done. Now they seemed at a kind of peace, their makeshift weapons forgotten and half-buried in ash.
From above a tremulous clanging came, and Sen looked up to see the sandstone bulk of the Grammaton clock tower looming over him, swaying now with some unseen movement of the earth, setting the great bell chafing against its clapper.
This was Grammaton Square.
He turned to the north, where the dark townhouse façades at the square's edge lay like a faint and misted wave. Above them hung a rising fire, like a blood-stemmed flower in the sky. Ignifer's mountain was erupting. Near its topmost petal serrated lines of blue rippled like sun flare glinting off an oscolope lens. Sen squinted and could just make out a small blue dot falling down into the fires. 
That had to be him.
This was Grammaton Square at the end.
"Avia?" he called out, but no answer came. 
A horse somewhere whinnied, and its hoof beats galloped nearer through the ash, until suddenly the huge ash-streaked beast hurtled out of the darkness. 
"Whoa," Sen called as it charged past, white-eyed and panicked, but his words were fogged by the rain of ash, and the horse continued on oblivious, leaving curlicues spinning in the hot dry air. 
Sen raised his hands, and saw the pale lines of his scars returned, flickering faintly with some remainder of blue light. The Saint was moving within him again. He closed his eyes and tried to reach out across the veil, seeking his mother, but no answer came back to him. 
"The Saint must rise!"
For a moment the shout clarified through the dense ash, startling him; the sound of Balasts at an unexpected Hax. He opened his eyes and looked around, but the square was empty still. The Balasts must be at the Aigle now, fighting alongside Feyon and Gellick against Molemen and Adjunc, if they weren't caught staring at the blue fire of the saint in the sky. 
Sen watched him now; this avatar of himself written upon the clouds, moving with an impossible fluidity. Great blue limbs swung sparkling misericordes that gouged through the black of the Rot. 
Boom.
A tongue fell nearby, and the earth shuddered, chased by the sound of rubble ricocheting and landing. Sen barely saw it; a shadow in the curtain of embers. 
He closed his eyes again and thought of his mother. Perhaps she was here. He thought of the Abbey and his childhood, of scars carved and days in the sun, but the white of the veil didn't open, and still Grammaton Square lay deathly still around him. 
He didn't know what else to do. 
Possibilities burgeoned in his mind. Perhaps there was some way he could help in the fight against the Rot. He raised his arms to try to channel what little strength he had toward the blue figure in the sky, but just then the Saint dissolved. Sen gasped. At the same time the lumbering black dome of the Rot peeled away, leaving Sen reeling. 
He reached out to the city's mind for purchase, but what his thoughts closed upon was slippery and slick, not the solid underpinnings of faith built up over years by The Saint. He tumbled to his knees in the ash.
The dwindling was everywhere already. He held his hands to his temples, overcome with a searing vertigo. It was not only at the edges of the city, where it gathered thick and tall, but also underneath the surface of the world itself; in the flagstones, in the toll of the Grammaton clock, in the air, in his own body; eroding them all from within. Sen gasped and tasted ash. It was just as Freemantle had described it, a nothingness that he couldn't see or name or feel, that worked a blindness on his senses.
The Darkness that came before. 
Already he felt the tides of it coming, breaking across the border farmlands of the Sump and flooding in over the Absalom Dusts, erasing their existence from his mind. Have faith in the Heart, he'd told Freemantle, but what faith could withstand this? He pulled his grasp back from the muddying minds around him, and tried to weave something together from the fragments of his power, to build a second Saint and fight, but there was barely enough power to light his way. Still the veil would not open. 
He stood, and reached out a final time; wider now, beyond the immediate districts until at last he felt a shimmering nexus of the Saint's blue fire. Daveron, as he lay dying beside the Gilungel Bridge. One of his generals.
He set off at a sprint, his footsteps rapping sharply through the unearthly square. He clambered easily up the nearest townhouse façade to the roof, then raced across the top of the city's skin with revelatory lights shining in windows below him like drowning shellaby bugs, lost in the dense clouds of falling ash. Even these were dimming, their yellow light darkening to red. 
He ran over the slanting slates more by memory than sight, constantly rubbing his ash-reddened eyes. At the intersection where the incensiers had once set up their stalls he swung a revelatory line down to the tongue-scarred wreckage of the Haversham tradeway and sprinted north.
Every step through the ember-laden air revealed new tableaux of the Rot's devastation; dust-coughing craters where dinning bars had stood, the slagged bi-rail tracks of the Ambertham line, a street-wide chasm laying bare the sulfurous stink of the sewers below. A constant scree of brick and rock debris spread over every part of the road, making the footing treacherous. 
He heard a child crying from a heap of rags and ran on, vaulting felled trees in a spit of park on the Seasham outskirts. No more tongues fell now, but still the earth rumbled underfoot as the Darkness thickened throughout the city, making the cobblestones themselves less substantial. At a crossing on the route to the Levi he raced through the wreck of a Moleman bastion fort, leaping over mangled cannon and bodies of Indurans and Molemen entwined in death, their strange embrace part-obscured by the dulling blanket of ash. Already the shadows around their corpses were darkening, erasing the details of their faces in death. So the Darkness would bring an end to suffering too. 
The earth shook and ceramic tiles slid from a terraced rooftop under his feet, thudding mutely into thick cinder drifts beneath the eaves. He dropped down in a bank of gritty black and coughed for half of the Haversall approach to Gilungel Bridge. 
The destruction that awaited him at the Levi's banks was numbing. All that remained of the Moleman bastion fort were fragments of kindling and a frame at the edges where it bolted to the bridge's grindstone. He raced through and stamped onto a gruesome patchwork carpet of Molemen leather tubing suits. His gorge rose but he tamped it down. Every living thing on this bridge had been pounded flat by the thousands of massive Balast feet. 
Sen ran on with the sickness welling up inside; he'd ordered this charge, he'd sent Gellick and Mare and Feyon to perpetrate it, and now he'd come to desecrate it. Flintlock muskets lay snapped like delicate twigs across the bridge's expanse, wooden cannon mounts were shattered, cannon themselves had been impossibly bent in the stampede. The air hung with the pain of moments passing; he could feel all of them, the hundreds underfoot and those in the water too, where they fell and drowned after Daveron betrayed them. 
He ran on, skirting a section where a tongue had torn away half of the bridge, even as the Levi wind died around him as the Darkness stole its breath, until he sensed the blue spark of the little Moleman ahead. 
At the end of the bridge he flung himself into the piles of debris that had been forced to either side by the Balast battering ram; rummaging through trampled bodies and thatches of pounded sticks and ashy tubing suits toward the blue crackle of power down by the river side. 
"Daveron!" he shouted, and bounded down the heaps, throwing himself to the shale at the water's edge. Daveron lay still, falling ash resting on his dull eyes. Sen put his hands on the little Moleman's chest as if he could stop a flow of blood that had already ceased. Even in the dim light he could see the five holes punched through his red tubing suit, well worn by blood and rain. 
Tears welled in Sen's eyes. His friend had worn the red to his greatest betrayal. What kind of twisted pride had he forced upon him? 
"Daveron," he called again, weaker now, but the Moleman did not shift in response. His lips didn't move, his eyes didn't stir. He was dead. 
What could he do? Tears ran down his cheeks, and he marshaled the light in his scars to pour through his hands, trying to resurrect his friend, but the blue fire only fed into the kernel at Daveron's heart. This too was fading as the Darkness bit in.
Sen seized it all and turned it around with the focus of a Bodyswell, trying to stop up the bullet holes and urge the little Moleman's heart back to beating, his lungs back to breathing, but still nothing happened. Too long had passed, and the Darkness had already stolen so much. Soon his hands fell slack at his sides, basted with a thick paste of blood and ash. 
Daveron was dead, and the Darkness was working on him still, so fast Sen could feel the contours of his friend's fur shrinking, could sense the contents of his mind bleaching away. 
It was so close already. Already it had taken the Aigle palace, along with Mare, Gellick, Alam and Feyon. Now he could feel it sloshing down the Roy in thick ropey furls, washing over the city and scrubbing all signs of his failed revolution away. Perhaps this would truly be the end. 
He stood at the riverbank and spread his arms to greet it. 
"I'm sorry," he whispered, for Daveron and for Freemantle too. He imagined the madness that awaited that poor solitary prisoner; a lifetime lived in a cell unable to die, unable to leave. Such was the reward of the Heart. 
Then the Darkness reared over the wreckage as a terrible black tide, swallowing everything in its path, and with the last of his strength Sen tried one final time to open the veil. 
 



 
 
THE ROY
 
 
He opened his eyes to ash.
For a long moment he stood as the grayness fell, blinking and looking around. There was distant fire, and flagstones with mounds of bodies, and the burring toll of the Grammaton clock. There were distant cries, and the far-off boom and tremble of falling tongues, and a blue star in the sky. 
He was back. 
He looked at his hands, where his scars ran pale white, with no sign of the Saint's fire left in them. He'd used it up. 
Around him, the square was just as it had been. He reached out to the city and felt the slipperiness again, but the Darkness was once again far off, gathering at the edges of the Sump and across the Absalom Dusts. 
He rubbed his eyes. He'd stepped through the veil at the last moment, using the last of the Saint's blue fire. He'd taken Daveron's too, and used that as well. 
It had just been enough.
Now he was back here. He'd thought of Freemantle and the white cell, but this was as far as he had gone. He tried again now, quickly closing his eyes and prying at the veil, but was interrupted by the sound of urgent hoof beats clattering nearer through the gloom. 
His eyes snapped open, and only seconds later the huge horse emerged again through ribbons of ash, this time heading straight for him. He remembered how he'd moved the previous time to investigate one of the body mounds, but there was no time for that now. 
The beast came on and he stepped swiftly to the side and jumped. His left hand snagged the reins and his right hand bounced off the saddle's pommel and caught at the edge, then the horse passed and wrenched him flailing into the air. His right leg missed the angle that would have slid him onto the horse's back, so instead he fell to hang at its side as it tore on, perilously close to being run under the horse's hooves.
"Whoa!" he yelled, yanking hard on the reins while clutching the saddle desperately with the other. The creature tossed its head to pull him off the reins, but after years of climbing across the city's roofs his grip was too strong to easily shake. "Whoa," he called again, and this time tried to reach into its mind with his own. He had none of the Saint's fire left, but he had always been able to read thoughts, and what he heard in the horse was blind terror. 
"Sssh," he soothed, as it began drawing left, its head pulled that way by his weight on the reins. "Sssh, it's all right girl, ease up, ease up."
It raced and began to buck, but Sen kept up a steady stream of soothing sounds, all the while trying to caress its thoughts with his own. Soon it was no longer galloping but cantering, then trotting, until Sen was able to walk by its side. 
After three steps he jumped, caught the angle correctly, and landed roughly in the saddle. He'd never ridden a horse before, but how hard could it be? The Darkness was coming, and there was no time to waste. 
"Yah!" he yelled, and the horse bolted into the dark.  
They galloped up the Haversham and onto Gilungel Bridge in a quarter of the time it would have taken Sen alone. The horse ran like a mechanical engine beneath him; soothed by his mind and harnessed to his thoughts. It leapt crevasses torn by the Rot's tongues, navigated streets strewn with jagged rubble and ignored the dusty crumbling as masonry nearby collapsed. It was a war horse, one of the Dragoon's mounts brought in by the King to fend off the revolution; Sen could tell that from the blue raiment on its bridle, even if he couldn't also feel it in its mind. 
Gilungel Bridge thundered by under its powerful hooves, until they shot off the edge and raced past the wreckage of the Balast charge to either side. There was no blue knot of light where Daveron's body lay in the shadows, no hint of life left. Sen had already used it up. He geed the horse harder and together they flew up the Haversall into Jubilante. 
The destruction was no lesser here; up through the Diamante there were whole rows of terraced houses smashed open in wave-like lines where the Rot's tongues had strafed them. Sen peered into the inner chambers of jewelers and silversmiths, their walls lifted away like the front-piece of one of Feyon's dollhouses. The flagstones everywhere were cracked and ruptured where tongues had dragged through them, forcing the horse to skitter sideways to avoid breaking an ankle.
Onward they climbed, zigzagging up wide boulevards that hours ago had been regal and leafy, now draped with bodies and garlanded with the constant drift of ash. Sen felt the blue dots of his other friends drawing closer, his generals, even as the Darkness washed over the volcano across the Gutrock wastes. The fire flower in the sky winked out as it was swallowed.
At last the Aigle palace emerged from the ash like a storm-battered cliff, its outline eroded by tongues that had torn away familiar turrets and walkways. Blue knots burned amidst it; Feyon and Gellick on the ground in front, Alam in its midst, Mare at the top in the chamber of skins. Through the ash-strewn boulevard gardens the horse galloped on, leaping over impact-canted fountains and toppled oft trees with their scraggly roots in the air.
The scene before the palace opened up as he drew near. Bodies lay everywhere like a rich harvest sprung up through the earth, salted with dull embers and undermined by the thinning touch of the Darkness. It was rising everywhere now, up from beneath and down from above, rolling unstoppably across the Gutrock wastes toward the Gloam Hallows and the Fallowlands. 
He ran the horse as far as he could then slowed and vaulted off, continuing on foot over the carpet of the dead until he stood above the huge bulk of Gellick, this man he barely remembered. Smothered in grit he seemed no different from the strange statues in Aradabar; his dull green eyes coated with gray, his heavy frame calcified solid. He was dead like the rest, like everyone, but the Saint's fire still burned within him. 
Sen took that fire and ran on, sparing no time for a grief he couldn't feel. Feyon lay at the ramp to the Aigle, surrounded by the mixed caste brigades who'd followed her to the end. Sen's heart boomed hard as soon as he saw her face, her Blue skin smeared with blood and pasted with ash. 
When her eyes flickered his step faltered. 
"Sen?" she whispered. 
He sped himself closer, staggering over the dead and ready to spend all the fire he had left in an effort to keep her alive, even if only for a moment before the Darkness came, even if it damned everything else. Her beautiful blue eyes pierced him like a pin through a butterfly and changed the balance of everything. 
This was what mattered. "Feyon," he croaked, barely able to get the words out for the sudden rush of feeling. Seconds later he was on his knees by her side squeezing her palm, stroking it desperately and not knowing where to put his hands or what to do. Wounds peppered her body and blood ran down from a gouge in her head, but he could easily feel that these were not the things killing her.
The Darkness was killing her; draining her away. 
"You came back," she whispered, so faintly that he could only hear her by pushing his ear close to her lips. 
"I'm here," he answered, hands bumbling as he touched her face then her shoulder, tears pouring down his cheeks. He reached in and felt the Darkness already riddled throughout her, chewing into her mind and heart. He poured the Saint in but there was nowhere for it to go; the Darkness had thinned her so much that the channels had dried up and there was nothing left to bring back. 
"Feyon," he urged, pushing his arms around her back and trying to lift her from the heap of bodies entangling her, but he couldn't get any purchase and she only gasped as he failed, her neck toppling backward like a doll's. She was fading from him right now and he couldn't let her go. 
"Wait," he pleaded, shutting his eyes and trying to open the veil for them both; to the white cell, to the Grammaton, to anywhere but here, but none of it changed the rain of ash or the advance of the Darkness through her heart.
She whispered something more and he held her cheeks as if he could pull the words out, sobbing now, holding her head and hugging it close as the Darkness shaved away the last blush of life. 
Then she was gone.
He held her head to his shoulder and rocked, too afraid to look at her face and see the forgiveness in her final expression, the love. He didn't deserve any of it. 
"I'm sorry," he repeated over and over again. So the Darkness was coming, but he didn't care. In the white cell the deaths of his friends had felt so distant; hearing Freemantle tell the story hadn't felt real, lost amongst the deaths of thousands glimpsed from the top of the Grammaton. But this? 
This was a hole scooped out from inside him. He couldn't think. The Darkness rolled in and he welcomed it, cascading over the Groan debtor's prison and extinguishing the last fires of Afric, gushing down the Gutrock cliffs above the palace and surging toward him. He looked up into its drowning black mass, and saw the truth of what nothingness really meant. 
Feyon gone, Gellick gone, Alam and Mare and Daveron and the Abbess and Sister Henderson and the dream of the Saint and all the castes and all the possibilities his city offered gone, Freemantle and his cell gone, and everything gone, and how could he allow that? Death had to mean something or nothing had ever been worth a thing. It was better to die believing that than giving in. 
He sucked the fire from Feyon's chest, shut his eyes as the floodtides fell and opened the veil. 
* * *
Grammaton square dawned around him. 
His eyes felt dull and heavy from crying, though there were no tears on his cheeks now. Ash fell endlessly. Was this all he'd see, he wondered; using up all of his strength just running around the city's imminent ruin, like King Seem through the exhumed hallways of Aradabar. He needed to break free, to find a way to turn back the tide and save Feyon, but how?
The Darkness was everywhere, in everything, burning through lives like the Red Ague. He had to know where it came from and what was causing it, or he'd never be able to stop it.
The clock tower chimed fitfully, and Sen turned his hands before him; Feyon's blue fire burned down the lines of his scars. Gellick's had been used up. 
How many more times could he do this? 
He felt the vibrations of the horse through the stone flags before he heard its mad canter. The veil had put him here. Have faith in the Heart, he'd said to Freemantle. It didn't matter that the work was hopeless. Hopeless was nothing next to Freemantle's three hundred years alone. Duty was lonely, but it had to be done. 
The horse burst out of the ash clouds in a riot of hoof beats, and Sen lifted one hand, sending a thin filament of the Saint's power to still it instantly. Its panic fell away, its gallop halted, and it nosed up to Sen completely calm but for the jets of hot breath steaming from its ash-caked nostrils. 
Sen touched its velvety nose. "You've had a hard time of it too, haven't you, girl?"
The horse gave a little whinny, and Sen glimpsed the chaos of memories warring in the creature's head; the violence, the booming of cannon, the charge of strange castes rushing past. 
"Shhh," said Sen, and climbed gently atop its back. He patted its trembling neck, rough with the clotted grazes of battle. "Shhh."
They ran.
Up the Haversham they went, over the bridge and back to the Aigle palace, where Gellick and Feyon lay still and silent as stones at the bottom of the pond, part of the landscape now. The only signs of life came from Alam and Mare; twin pulses of light in the darkness. 
Sen dismounted the horse and ran up the ramp to the Aigle's revolving entrance. He'd made a study of it for months, creeping up through the Roy in sewers and shadowed gardens at night, taking up a vantage point two fathoms distant atop an artisanal bakery's roof. Using a lensed scope he'd learned the patterns of the rotation, learning when the scrivenry block was in position, when the turret to the chamber of skins was aligned. 
The Aigle was dead and still now, with the Darkness biting into it too. 
Sen grinned. He hadn't tried this before, but when else would he get the chance? With the power of the Saint fizzling in his scars, he reached out with one hand and pushed against the entrance.
At first there was nothing, but Sen fed more power, and the gears of the palace screamed. The axis it sat upon roared as broken axles within attempted to work the rotation. Sen laughed and pushed harder, reveling in the grinding of metal on metal as the mechanism ran backward. Several times it caught, knocked off its axis by the Rot's assaults, but the Saint forced it through. 
When it opened on the scrivener's block entrance Sen ran in. It was dark inside but the light of the Saint lit the way, and he navigated half by feel, half by memory. Alam had described this route to him. They'd mapped it out a dozen times to plan for the worst; entrance or flight under attack by Molemen. 
Now it was silent and still but for the clang of his feet on the metal floors. The Darkness was coming around already, rolling up to the volcano's caldera, but he didn't care. This was his final duty, if he did nothing else. He would see each of his friends out of this world, and take what lessons he could from the power in their chests. 
At the gear chamber he found Alam in the midst, lying long and still in a circle of Molemen and Mogs. The walls of machinery all about were silent; a vast clockwork mechanism frozen, like the Grammaton workings in Freemantle's story. 
Sen knelt by Alam, and smiled at the bloody gear ratchet in his hand. "I like to see it kept within the ilk," he said, then sucked out the twist of fire in his friend's heart. "Goodbye, Alam."
There was time. 
The Darkness stormed in over the wastes as Sen pushed the palace a second time. The grinding made him laugh harder. He wondered if he could have done this at any time. They'd had the belief of the city for so long. It had taken the coming of the Rot to unleash the fire. 
The Aigle opened on the turret to the chamber of skins. At the dark bottom lay a large smashed wooden carriage, spilling over with bodies. Each of these had a scar of some description; more fuel for the King's mad hunt.
"I'm here," Sen whispered, and triggered the Saint, shooting him straight up on a geyser of blue fire. The Darkness drew in, but he wasn't afraid any more, clothed once more in the Saint. What came after this hardly mattered. What mattered was seeing off his friends. Thanking them for what they'd done. Losing them hurt, losing his world hurt, but it would hurt more not to try. What they'd done was good. They could be proud of what they'd sacrificed. 
The geyser ended at an open space with only the ragged suggestion of stone walls at the edges. Sen clapped and the Saint's fire sucked back into him. Ash fell here too, working into carvings on the floor, dappled with fallen skin slip patches. From here he could see the Darkness sloshing toward the base of the Aigle below, like a hungry tide.
He walked to the twin corpses at the chamber's edge, overlooking the great drop down to blackness. Mare lay on her side with her hands on her cheeks, as if stroking her own tattoos, her face turned to where the volcano had been. She'd seen him rise, at the end, and that filled Sen with a sense of pride. One of the King's awls remained in her chest, another in her thigh, though the blood was all smoothed away now by the smothering touch of the Dark. 
The King lay behind her, his large and muscular body already withering from the Darkness' inner pull. Two black spikes jutted from his skull like King Seem's horns, and Sen smiled. Some justice had been done, at least. His generals had made it possible.
He knelt by Mare and stroked a strand of hair from her face, then scooped the fire from her chest. The Darkness surged up from below. How many more times, now? As many as it took. 
"Well done," he whispered, "thank you." He closed his eyes and opened the veil. 
 



 
 
SEASHAM
 
 
Back in Grammaton Square the ash was falling again. 
Sen looked up. Grammaton tower itself swayed with the unseen movements of the Darkness, gouging into its foundations deep down below. He could feel the Dark more clearly now, the sense of its spreading absence.
The bell tolled. Shouts rang out. Tongues fell. 
Already this strange loop seemed familiar, as if it was the habit of his life. He looked at his hands and saw thicker pulses of blue power running through his scars; power taken from his friends as they died. 
It still wasn't enough; not to escape the Darkness, not to fight it. The veil hadn't opened on Freemantle, or Avia, but here again, and there had to be a reason. 
He reached out to the city once more, searching for strength. The kernels of his generals were gone, and the vast expanse of thousands of rebel minds was already quieting, the wisps of blue haze rising off them like Dirondack vapors. 
But there was something new. 
He snorted as he felt it, simmering out there in the broken depths of the city like a remote lighthouse across a vast ocean. Of course. It had always been there, right where he should have known to look, but he'd been too blinded by the brightness of the others. It wasn't the same as the Saint, burning a vital green-blue, but it was power still. 
He didn't wait for the horse to come to him. He ran to meet it halfway across the square, already gentled by a stretched-out thread of the Saint, and vaulted smoothly into the saddle. Together they flew as if born to this; out of Grammaton Square and galloping up the ruins of the Haversham, through the familiar thickness of falling dust, until Sen tugged a hard right turn onto Aspelair. 
The Abbey lay ahead. 
Its outline grew clearer as they clattered up the cobblestones; blue green power rising in a neat, regimented weave that flapped as if in a slow breeze. 
Racing past the intersect of Aspelair and Reveille, a sudden chill washed over them, and the horse skittered with fright. Sen turned and saw the ancient revenant arch on the corner. Its hand-carved gray basalt hung like a hood, as it always had, cracked now in places and lilting, leaking dust through the shapes and figures engraved across it. 
Sen urged the horse toward it, and reached up to run his fingers over the creatures of the air, of the land, of the deep, as they fought for the ancient city of Aradabar. King Seem's army that never came, and left him to die alone. 
It was sad. It was history repeating itself. Even here these carvings were being thinned away, obscured by ash, just like Ignifer's city. His mother had built these arches, part of her plan to build a hero out of nothing but faith, and what good were they now? 
"Yah," he called, and the horse whipped ahead, glad to be away from the revenant's strange chill. In moments they emerged through the ash to see the Abbey gates hanging open, one half-torn from its hinge and swinging slowly in the fuzzy quiet. The horse galloped up the white chalk path that was now blackened by ash. To either side the grounds were furrowed with deep gouges in the soil and scattered over rubble. The Rot's tongues had landed here too. Hoof beats thudded up plumes of gray as the Darkness tightened at the edges of the world, readying for the long, final squeeze. 
At the top of the path Sen leapt off the horse and ran along the ravaged cloisters. Here a deep weal lay across path, the stone columns shattered and lying in deep shadows. Sen sped up and leaped, headed for the grand double doors of the ghostly cathedral, where the perfect lattice of blue-green power swayed like kelp in the sea. Through the ash he saw its walls were battered and cracked, with dark ragged holes chewed into the roof and its buttresses torn away. The cathedral tower swayed in time with a strange lilting sound in the air. 
Sen stopped dead as he recognized it; struck numb by the beauty of the tremulous singing of the Sisters at chorister. A tear leapt to his eye as he recognized the hymn, a requiem for the Heart, now tolling across the grounds. This was what their power was made of. Even now the Sisters kept their faith, though they must have seen the Saint fall, even though Sen had abandoned them too. It made him proud and ashamed at the same time.
Then the Darkness struck. Rooting in from underneath, pressing down from above on a structure already shredded, the cathedral tower abruptly fell. Sen stared as it collapsed inward through the cathedral roof with a terrible grinding crunch, uprooting centuries of masonry and pulling the surrounding walls down into a cloud of smoking, crashing rubble.
The requiem of the Sisters halted. Sudden tears stung Sen's eyes in the silence, amidst the whuff of exhaling dust. The blue-green light of their power condensed and flitted away, leaving Sen gazing open-mouthed. 
Every one of the Sisters had just died. 
He spat out grit and wiped away the stinging tears. They'd already died countless times, he just hadn't been here to see it. Instead he followed the path their power had taken.
Through the heavy doors of the chancel he burst, flying up the stairs in the thinning air with only the remotest of hopes in his heart. At the end of the corridor he slammed through the door to her office, and saw her.
The Abbess. She sat poised at her desk, her leathery wingstack furled and alert at her back, her stubs of antenna crackling with the blue-green power, and her compound eyes shining with a precious inner light. A single leather-bound book lay on the desk before her, beside a revelatory lantern which cast a flickering orange glow. Fine plaster-dust filtered down from above, as the very stones of the Abbey ground one against the other with the veering earth. 
Sen staggered as the floor lurched, caught himself on the chair before the desk, and looked at the Abbess. 
"Sen," she said. 
"Mother Abbess," he gasped. He didn't know what else to say. There was no surprise on her face to see him, as if she'd expected this all along. All his instincts said she would have been with her Sisters at chorister; nothing could have torn her away from them at the end, but instead she was here. He wasn't prepared for this. "You knew I would come. How?"
She stood and spread her wings. Despite the Darkness that pulsed beneath the world, thinning every person and thing, she was glorious and proud at once. Fresh tears sprang into his eyes as she held out her arms. 
"I had faith."
Sen strode into her arms and she crushed him close to her Sectile shell, squeezing until he felt his ribs might crack. She was taller than him still, and strong. He welcomed it. He'd seen each of his friends dead and mined them for their strength, so this was more forgiveness than he'd dreamed of. 
When they separated he saw she was weeping too; trails working down from her compound eyes which. Her mouth widened in a Sectile smile, revealing the net inside her lipless mouth.  
"I always knew you were marked for greatness."
Sen shook his head. "This isn't great, Abbess." He spread his arms to gesture to the dust and the ash of the destroyed cathedral, still pluming against the window. "This is the end." 
The Abbess watched him. "Yet here you are, where you cannot possibly be. I saw you moments ago above the mountain, fighting the Rot. The world has become very strange, hasn't it?"
A shiver passed through Sen, and he began to speak quickly, fuelled by the charge of the Darkness. "I'm trying to change it. I've been to the others already; they're dead. I thought I might be able to fight if I took their power, but it's not enough. I thought-" He cut himself short, aware he was babbling. The Abbess wouldn't understand any of it. 
"I came here for the power of the Sisters. It was their hymn. It was so beautiful. I'm sorry."
The Abbess' smile turned sad. "I'm sorry too, Sen. We brought it on ourselves. Faith without deeds is not enough, and that was my failing, not yours."
He wanted to ask for the power. He wanted to take it, but he held himself back. Something was happening here that he didn't understand, and perhaps that was important. "What do you mean?" 
The Abbess shook her head. "We didn't do enough, Sen. My faith was a shield, never a sword, and I see now that the Heart needs us to be both. I believed once it would come to save us, if only we had patience and faith, but I see now that I was wrong." She turned to look through the window. "The Heart will not intervene in our lives. Only the Saint is strong enough to save us, a vision built out of those willing to fight." She turned back to him. "We should have done more than raise our voices to him."
Shivers ran down Sen's spine. It felt bizarre to talk about this now, in this wreckage of a dying a world. "Abbess. We have to do more now. Can you help me?"
The Abbess looked at him expectantly; that familiar way she'd always had, trying to tease out a deeper understanding. "These are not only the last regrets of an old woman, Sen. Let this be a lesson. We could have built such wonders in this city, but instead we kept ourselves hidden within our walls. We allowed generations of Kings to take hold of our legends and stamp out their fire. We relied upon our holiness to save us, when we should have built the Saint with our own blood. Perhaps then it might have been enough. In truth, we were afraid." 
Sen shook his head. It seemed like she was cracking apart before him, and he couldn't bear it. "Abbess. Please. Help me."
The Abbess' gaze seemed to dig right into him, just the same as when he'd been a child. "The young are always impatient. Tell me then, Sen, whose memory did you use to arrive?" 
Now Sen blinked. Memory? There was no way she could know about that. He'd only heard it from Freemantle himself. "What?" 
"Who did you use to open the veil?" she went on, as if nothing she'd said was strange. "It must not have been your mother, nor Feyon. I think not Alam, and clearly not me, as you know me now. Perhaps Daveron, or Mare?"
"I don't," Sen began, then stopped himself. There was no time to waste. "How do you know about the veil?"
"I know many things; things I wish I didn't. The Darkness is coming, Sen. Who was it?" 
She was right; he could feel the black tides spilling again across the Sump and drawing up to the caldera. There was no time for disbelief. If the Abbess knew, she knew. "I remember Daveron. Already I've lost Gellick. But how do you-"
"Then Mare," the Abbess interrupted. "That is the price you have paid to come this far. Obviously it was not enough to reach your destination."
Mare? He thought back to the Aigle, of course he remembered Mare, he'd just been with her. He'd seen Gellick and Feyon, and then there was the chamber of skins and somebody at the edge, not the King, but who?
The name was dancing already. The vision of a woman's sunken face receded, eaten by the Dark. 
"You're right," he said, feeling the absence sinking into him. "How did you know?"
The sad cast strengthened in the Abbess' glassy eyes. "There are things you still don't know about your mother, Sen. She wrote far more than your scars. She saw more of the Heart than she ever understood, and pieces of those visions spilled out of her like a leaking coracle. At nights she would walk in the grounds and dip her fingers in the surface of the pond, skimming them over the surface to write out her secrets."
Sen took a step forward, edging against the desk and setting the revelatory lantern rocking. He couldn't help but think of the Butterfly Abbess in the Gloam Hallows, writing in the air. "She wrote in the water?"
The Abbess continued. "She would lie on the grass and scratch letters atop each other in the chalk of the pathway. It terrified the Sisters. In candle fire she told entire stories with a knife as a nib. In the air she painted with her finger." The Abbess grew pale, as if the effort of recall was exhausting her, though Sen knew it had to be the Darkness. "It grew worse the longer she stayed with us. In her third year, just before we feigned her death by Adjunc, she was more mad than sane. When she spoke it was in riddles with no end. This was not her world, Sen. She jumped three thousand years to come here, from Aradabar, and that took a terrible toll."
Sen circled around the desk. 
"She wrote so many things, Sen," the Abbess went on, her eyes turning gray. "Were they for me, or for you, or for anyone at all? Ravings about the deep future or the distant past, about a time of steam power contained within a grain of sand, intelligence trapped within a seed, about races that lived off each other's exhalations and whole civilizations that blinked in and out of existence in the glimmering of an eye." She took a labored breath. "Were these things real? Had the Heart touched her so firmly that she could never root herself in one place, one time again? I didn't know then and I don't know now. Reading her words staggered me, and for my own sanity I had to stop."
Sen shook his head. The Darkness was so close but this revelation superseded even that. "You should have told me."
"Should I?" she asked starkly. "A week ago you came to me to tell me of your revolution; should I have told you then? That you would return at the very end, burning memories of your friends as fuel, terrified about a circling Darkness that had already destroyed the world multiple times? Would that have helped you fight the Rot, Sen? Should I have told you the other things too, the things to come, about the child you will imprison and torture, about the monsters you will yoke to your service, about the nothingness you alone will face? How could I say those things to you as you went to war? There was so much chaos in her writing, Sen; how could I know which parts to tell?"
His jaw worked at the air, striving for something to say, but no answers came. Now he pictured his mother sketching desperately into the surface of a pond, drawing spirals in the heat of a flame, just like the Butterfly Abbess. The end of the world seemed like a small thing.
"You transcribed it," he said numbly. "You watched what she wrote and copied it down, just like King Seem did."
The Abbess drew herself to her full height, but that height was now crooked. "Not only I. Also Sister Henderson and a select group of others; in this at least we acted, and in this we lied to you again. Much of what she wrote was lost to us, written in languages we couldn't recognize, in alphabets we couldn't reproduce, filling numerous tomes with her writing. Here," she waved to the shelves of leather-bound books lining the wall behind her. "I keep them all. Whenever I could bear it, in the years after she had gone, I read them and made my own notes," she touched the single book on the table, "but it always addled my thinking. Every time I emerged I felt that the Darkness had already come for me. I saw the end times everywhere. I saw worlds born and killed in a hawkenberry blossom. In one of many possible futures, I saw this moment."
She rested one clawed finger on the book. 
Sen looked at it; there was nothing unusual about it, bearing only a title in gilt letters. 
Avia's Revels
His mind raced ahead. "If you've read her prophecies, Abbess, then tell me what happens next? How do I stop the Darkness?"
The Abbess smiled again. "You have to go back, Sen. Before our time, before this city was ever formed. Back to Aradabar to find the wound that caused the Darkness to swallow our world. Only then can you stop it." 
As she spoke, the Darkness swallowed the volcano's caldera, and flowed down the mountain to the Gutrock wastes. They had only moments left. "But how? I've tried so many times to open the veil on another time, but every time I come back here." 
Now the Abbess smiled, though it was pained, and she was leaning heavily on her desk. "You've not been offering enough. To travel that far you need the memories and faith of a lifetime." 
Sen gulped. His legs felt weak. Perhaps he could feel what was coming. "How can I give that? I'll not understand what I have to do when I arrive."
The Abbess answered with a rasp. "You use me."
Sen stared at her. He understood, and he shook his head. "No," he said, even as the Darkness filled King Seem's crater to the brim. "I can't do that."
"Sen," she chided, affectionately but firm. "We're beyond childish things now. We do what must be done, because what is love, what are good or evil, if there is no world to witness them? I've spent a lifetime being his child. Let me be a sword."
"I can't take your whole life, Abbess." 
She smirked, though the Darkness was buckling her backward now, forced into her chair. "Why not? I have no use for it now."
He leaned in. he didn't know what to say. 
She whispered. "I should have done this a long time ago. Don't judge me harshly, please, Sen. I always did my best."
She leaned forward then, cowling her warm wings and pressing close enough for the stubs of her antennae to touch his forehead. Memories spilled out, and Sen opened his mind to receive them, bringing on a rush of heady color and light as he was born into the world anew.
 



 
 
THE MOTH AND THE BUTTERFLY
 
 
They were twins, Leander and Varial, a Moth and a Butterfly, and the first thing Leander knew was the joy of her sister's plumage, bright even upon her birth. She felt the warmth coursing off her. All those colors, such beauty. She did not know then that the thing she saw before her, so joyous, bright, and full of life, was not just another part of herself. 
At night when they lay side by side to sleep in their small chrysalis, Leander would stroke the bright skein of Varial's wings as though it were her own, a coverlet to nestle her body within. 
They lived far to the north of Ignifer's city at the center of the world, deep in the white Hasp mountains along the Angelway. Their existence was one of caves, rocks, a chrysalis crib made of fallen branches, and a home hollowed out by wind. Theirs was a commune filled with other creatures of the air, who had rejected the world before it could brand them low of caste. 
In that place Leander and Varial learned their world together. They learned to walk and to speak, and saw the bright flying things above them, and heard from their parents that they too would learn to fly, one day. 
That day came. Proud and excited, they walked from sunrise behind their somber-faced parents, hand in hand. When one of them grew tired the other pulled. They stroked each other's wings as encouragement, pronging antenna for fun.
At the top of the Angelway they were led to the edge. It was their appointed day, and there were no others flying in the skies nearby. They stood hand in clawy hand at the edge and looked out at the vast valley that stretched out before them. For the first time in their lives they saw a horizon that was not a wall of mountain rock. Here the horizon was endless. 
Beneath their feet lay a great overhang, dropping to the earth many fathoms below. It was burnt red like Leander's wings, spotted with green and brown brush, spreading toward the Absalom Dusts. There unharnessed landsharks tilled the dust, and herds of Dielle roamed, and beyond it lay lands they'd never heard of. The familiar white Hasp mountains tapered out on either side, so the world stretched out to a flat horizon. It was more space than they'd ever seen before.  
From behind their father spoke. "The time has come, daughters."
The twins stood transfixed. They didn't notice when their parents climbed down from the Angelway edge behind them, pulling the long wooden bridge in after. 
Varial was first to speak into the empty whistling air, always the bolder of the two. "It's beautiful." 
Leander gulped but said nothing. Instead she turned to seek out their parents, but they were gone. 
"It's time," Varial said. 
Leander nodded. She flexed her wings and her sister followed suit, silhouetting their shapes against the powder blue sky; one a ragged brown hourglass, all tawny mottles and blurry black rim-eyes, the other a vibrant blunted triangle, dazzling with kaleidoscopic colors. 
Leander felt the wind against the tough thin membrane of her Moth wings. The chasm arched away beneath them, and a hollow pit of fear opened within her. They clasped hands, looked at each other. Varial smiled. Leander swallowed her fear.
"I love you sister," Varial said.
"I love you too," Leander replied. 
They leapt from the edge together. 
The flow of free-fall washed over them both. Leander sank into it, feeling the fear melt away as the wind beat on her leathery wings. She felt the latent power in her wingstack, the resistance her spread wings gave to the air, the control she could exert by a twinge to the left or the right, and felt exultant. She was ready to brace against the descent. She knew she would fly. She let out a whoop of triumph and turned to her sister. 
Varial was screaming. One of her beautiful wings had ripped in half and was trailing powdered color to the winds. Horror filled Leander as her sister spun out of control, tumbling below in a chaotic roll. 
The joy of the fall peeled away at once, and Leander straightened her angular body into a dive, aligning her wings to guide her. The wind that moments ago had been welcoming now bit hard, stretching her fibrous wing-skin painfully. She gritted her lips and tensed her young frame harder. 
Moments later she collided into her cartwheeling sister with a crunch, far harder than she'd intended, too quickly to latch on. In the chaos she accidentally punched a fresh hole through her second wing. Varial howled and Leander was carried by her own momentum further on, wheeling madly. 
Sticky color powder from her sister's wings clouded her compound eyes. Disoriented and spinning, she spread her furled wings and let the wind bite. It wrenched her upward, and her dizzy eyes caught again on poor Varial. She dived once more, working her wingstack so hard she felt sure it would rip, soaring down the rock face like she was born to the air.
"Fly, Varial!" she shouted as she dived, knowing even as she yelled that her sister would not hear her, that the words were whipped from her mouth by the roaring air. "Fly!"
The red and brown expanse of the Absalom Dusts whistled ever closer, and she plummeted faster through the colored powder trail of her sister's shedding wings. Wheeling brunifer boughs and scrag bushes came into sharp focus and for a moment Leander thought she wouldn't make it in time; they would both slam into the desert and spread their wing shapes into the dust.
"Varial!" she shouted as they passed the uppermost pod-tips of the tallest brunifers. "Varial!"
They collided in a crunching blur, and this time Leander was able to latch on. She immediately canopied her wings and the wind ripped at them, stretching the skin to breaking point. Her wingstack rebelled, the currents drove her into a barreling spin, but she held her wings spread until the mad revolve slowed and they landed in the thick sandy dust with a thump, together.
Leander came to some time before dusk. Beneath her were only shreds of powder; the last sparks of color from her sister's beautiful plumage. Her whole body ached, her wings burned, and her wingstack felt as though it had been hammered in a kiln. She ignored the pain and raised her head to seek out her sister. 
Varial was sitting on the lowest bough of a nearby brunifer tree, her ruptured wings outlined skeletally against the setting sun. Leander rose and moved toward her, padding softly through the unfamiliar dust. At the base of the tree she saw the pockets of dust in the folds of bark where Varial's feet had rested. Of course she couldn't fly. She had to climb. 
Her sister's voice drifted down from the low bough, filled with misery. "Go away, Leander." 
"But I-"
"Go away. You should have let me die."
Leander wanted to say more, to reach out and heal the gap between them, but there was nothing she could say. Instead she curled up at the bottom of the tree and quietly wept. 
* * *
The next day Varial started walking into the Absalom Dusts. Leander tried to argue that they should return home to their parents where they could try the Angelway leap again, but Varial ignored her. 
"I can never go back," was all she said.
They walked the Absalom wastelands together, headed for the city at the center of the world. They knew nothing more than its general direction, and walked with the glowing ball of the sun at their left shoulder in the morning, at their right shoulder until dark. They spoke little, letting the silence between them speak for itself. They tramped through valleys of vast, sand-scoured machines, long and lone mementoes of a war they knew nothing about. 
For food they foraged tough-cased orange seedpods from the tops of the lower scrag brunifers, cracking their shells on the rusted metal edges jutting from the dust. They supped the fleshy green marrow from within, drank the watery milk, then moved on. 
At night they lay apart, so Leander had only her own wings for comfort. She cowled herself, but they did not hold off the cold that descended at night in that barren place. Varial without fail climbed to the lowest bough of a nearby brunifer and held silent sentinel through the night. 
Soon the Absalom Dusts began to deepen and soften, becoming an ocean of sand. They did not know the name of this place, nor what lay beyond it. The stories they'd heard as children from their parents at the chrysalis-sac had only stretched as far as the dusty wastes; stories of how the Angelway's face became so rimed with salty tears, of the winged armies flying in the sky above ancient Aradabar, of the mighty landsharks and their deal with the Bat-winged King for a land as soft and lush as the womb.
The city at the center of the world was just another legend to them. All their lives they'd heard tales of its grand golden sky walkways filled with fluttering beasts, of a King who ruled with a generous winged claw, of lands untouched by the persecution of caste, a place of soaring silver towers and fellowship. 
They skirted the soft sand's edge in silence. As days turned to weeks, Varial's Butterfly wing-powder returned more brilliantly than before, with color and form budding on the bare-boned scaffolding of black sinew like summer flowers. Leander did not dare speak of it, though she longed to. At times she longed to fly. She remembered the sheer joy she had felt after first leaping from the Angelway cliff, as the wind spoke directly to the very pores of her drab brown wings. She remembered that single moment when she'd seen her sister tumbling, and felt not fear or concern but a brief spark of jealous joy. 
Now she walked in Varial's wake, and buried all the joy beneath her guilt. She knew that if she could only take her sister in her arms, she could fly the both of them to the wondrous city at the center of the world in days. But she could not suggest that. She could only trudge with her head hung in the tracks of her sister, and lie beneath her at night as she sat on her branch, and listen to her weep through the night. 
One morning she woke to find her sister standing over her holding a club of brunifer wood in her hand. Her wings were spread wide but the bright new sheen of powder was gone from them, leaving only the black outlines like winter tree branches. The club's end was vibrant and sticky with color, and around her the orange dusts were coated with the colors of her wings. Varial's eyes were bright with a quickening of pain and madness.
Leander gazed at her in horror. 
"Why are you following me?" Varial asked. Her tone was unlike any Leander had heard her use before. It was harsh and empty; the tone of the long cold winds that had coursed through their earliest memories, that their mother had shielded them from within her glorious wing-blanket of color. 
Leander was too rooted with terror to speak. 
"Why?" demanded Varial, and beat the dusts at her feet with the club, spraying powder. "You think you pity me, sister, but you're the one I pity. You're the weak one, not me."
Leander lay frozen. 
"If our roles were reversed I would have left you by the wayside long ago. Do not follow me any further. Go home, Leander. Go back to your mother and your father."
Varial raised the club above her head. Leander closed her eyes and whispered, "I love you sister." 
The blow never came. When she opened her eyes, her sister was walking away through the mud, her wings trailing slackly in the dust. She followed. 
They continued like that for weeks, never speaking. Leander's dreams of flight faded, as Varial took to beating the fresh growth of color from her wings every night. Through the ocean of dust they came to a village of pygmy cloud-creatures on the edge of a great steaming waterfall, their skins transparent and showing their milky innards within. They could not communicate, but stopped long enough to be given soapy salt suds mined from the waterfall's inner ledges, and rest upon the cloud-soft sprigs of heathery bracken. 
They continued on, and Varial never looked back. They passed through the harsh mid-winter steppes of the Caract people, once watching the grand hunt of a giant beast that towered like a mountain and ran on numerous snakelike legs. They walked a stone bay-strait for three days across a vast expanse of bubbling green algae. They came upon roads of chalk, of gravel, of splintered slate, roads forgotten and overgrown with webbish tubers, as strange sucking plant-mouths watched their progress. They passed through forests where the trees groaned at night, through lands filled with dry warm snow, and through old lava-tunnels that led them under jungles so dense they seemed at first like a solid wall of vegetation. 
At last they came to the coast, and learned from a mad old man by a town of rough whale skin huts that it was the Sheckledown Sea, which they could follow south to the lands of Ignifer, and the city at the center of the world. The man spoke only limited words of their tongue, and laughed when they spoke too quickly. They left him behind to wander the coastline with his hundred-weight chain lagging behind. Before they were out of earshot they heard him whipping at the sea.
In the whale skin town they found work weaving strips of dried Stygeon scale into wind sails for the people's simple skiffs. Their nimble clawed fingers proved far more competent than those of the clumsy finned creatures that lived there, more fish than people. They sketched out the golden city for them, and mimed sailing the ocean to reach it. The town leader, a male with a wide fleshy upper lip, waggled his side fins in agreement. 
They worked in the whale skin town for two months, until one day they woke to find narwhal-bone collars around their necks, binding them to fish spine stakes driven into the ground. Varial smashed the collars with one blow of her powerful wings, and together they stole a long narrow skiff from the bone jetty at the beach. 
The fish-folk waded into the sea to chase them, but never took to the water. The sisters strung up one of the scale-weave sails they'd woven and let the winds carry them south. Leander watched the wind billow the coarse scales and thought again of flight. They ate fish and drank turtle's blood. At times Leander thought she saw a giant white mound rippling over the distant waves like a roving hillock, but it always slipped just out of sight. As the weeks passed they spoke to each other again for the first time in many months; simple exchanges as they lay under the starry nights. Varial would point to the gossamer constellations of Saint Ignifer or Awa Babo above, heroes from another time, and Leander would nod in recognition, remembering the same stories from their sac-hood. By day they spoke of the coming clouds, of the nearest school of Dapplefish, but never of the past. 
They came upon the city at the center of the world as summer took on a chill, sighting its towers in the distance; a smudge of parapets and scratchy dock lines on the horizon. 
They arrived at the HellWest docks unremarked and unnoticed, their small skiff batted between the wakes of larger ships. No welcome parade came forth to greet them, no generous overseer with an outstretched claw. Instead a pall of greasy smoke lined the vast sickle mouth of the harbor, and stocky figures moved in the distant grime, cursing and laughing. 
They moored at an empty dock and were overwhelmed by the shouting of a crowd of mixed-caste navvies, the leader of whom waved a curved baton and threatened to beat them. They backed away across the rotten wooden pilings, while the navvies returned to the dock-line to drop great bronze anchor-weights into their skiff, tearing it to pieces for salvage. 
Nobody spoke to them. Nobody helped them. Above them hung their true welcome; the Spike line of the dead and dying, nailed to the upper dock wall. It spread from the quay and on into the distance, an uninterrupted line of figures impaled through the belly on raised wooden spikes. 
Crowds jostled them; stony Balasts thumped past in drifts of limey white, Ogrics grunted through their piggish snouts, pulling carts laden with dead oxen which drove them in and out of tire ruts and gutters. None of them noticed the Moth or the Butterfly, nor did they notice the men groaning and dying above on their spikes. None of them even looked. 
Leander was disgusted. This was not the city of her dreams, but a sunken place of cruelty and horror. She begged with Varial in the ammonia-scented doorway of a dinning bar to leave, to return with her to the peace of the Hasp mountains, but Varial ignored her.
Instead she climbed up the nearest quay post, as she had countless trees and cacti and low carapace dunes on their way, to the nearest spike. There she clung to the post beside a dying man, and cowled him with her beautiful wings. She spoke in low soft tones that Leander could not make out, then wrapped her sharp claws around his throat and choked the life from him. 
Leander shouted for her to stop, but Varial didn't. A few castes in the flow looked up, some pointed and laughed, but none for more than a moment. Leander felt her heart breaking again, as the man died. When it was done, Varial simply climbed along to the next. Again she cowled him, whispered to him, then murdered him. She paid no heed to Leander's cries. Now she was a murderer. 
"It's good work," came a voice beside Leander. She turned to see an old Scarab-shelled woman wearing dark-blue robes, teetering on stumps of feet, with a dim revelatory light tuned in a lantern hung from her shoulder hump. "Good work for those who aren't afraid. Come with me if you'd see it done further."
"See it done further?" asked Leander, "What do you mean?"
"The Heart's work. He doesn't move without us moving for him," said the old woman, then eyed Leander curiously. "Who are you, that you don't know that? Is it to her that I should speak?"
"I-" Leander began, but did not know what to say. She had never heard words phrased like the old Scarab-shell phrased them. She knew of the Heart, but to link the Heart to murder seemed to fly in opposition to all the meanings she understood. 
"You, girl!" the Scarab-shell called up to Varial. "Come with me. There is a place for your talents, before the Molemen arrive."
Varial didn't ask any questions. She simply climbed down from the Spike line, and stood before the old woman, waiting to be led. 
The old woman led, and Varial followed. Leander asked where they were going, but neither of them replied, so she trailed behind them as she always had, into the warren-like streets of the city. They passed from the Docks into slums more squalid than anything she'd seen in her life, with layers of buildings ridged along narrow streets like accreted crustaceans, growing like mushrooms out of coaly muck. They passed down dirt-alleys and cobblestone squares, past buildings fronted with offal-daub and hovels of fossilized wood. At the Carothaby bi-rail the woman paid for them to board a carriage bound for the Gloam Hallows.
Across the immense Levi River their carriage rocked, in the company of drunken ghasts and fogged with the scents of ale, the scarab and urine. At the final stop they debarked, with not a word exchanged between them. Leander peered into Varial's face for some kind of explanation for any of this, but there was none. There was blood on her claws, drying like gloves.  
The thick mist of the Hallows mystified Leander. She followed her sister and the Scarab-shell through a hole burrowed in the wall in a daze, into the fog-bound streets beyond, and traipsed after them until they reached the ruins of an ancient Abbey. They moved through its roofless porticoes and past its ribs of strangely carved columns as though in a dream, until at last they stopped in a large paved space in the center. Once it must have been a wide hall, but there was no roof or walls any longer, other than the wall at the hall's head, offering an awesome sight. A grand window of colored glass hung high in the stone, depicting a dark-haired woman holding an infant marked with red lines, while a volcano erupted behind them and a battle took place between glittering armies in the sky. 
Before the window knelt a line of women at a stocky wooden pew, five in total. Their Scarab-shelled guide spoke softly to one, a Cowface with her tongue lolling from her distended jaw like a fat purple worm. Leander flinched from her ugliness. Varial took a step forward. 
Once she'd heard enough, the Cowface addressed them all in a loud voice, her fat tongue wobbling obscenely. "Welcome. There used to be hundreds of us, servants of the true Heart." She pointed to the five wan women on their knees in the mist. "Now we are six."
"What is this place?" Leander asked. "Why have you brought us here?"
"We have not brought you here, child," said the Scarab-shell, "but your sister. This place is for her, so she may join our ceaseless battle."
"What battle?" Varial asked abruptly. "Talk sense." 
The Cowface wheeled on her, her eyes lighting up. "I see him in you, yes; such simmering anger. He longs to escape, just as the Darkness seeks to worm its way in." a long moment passed as Varial met her sharp gaze with anger. "I hear you brought succor to the men of the Spike."
Leander interrupted. "She murdered them."
The Cowface turned and leveled her with the same penetrating gaze. "Yet I do not see him in you."
"What do you mean?"
"You are not fit to tend our revenant, child. Better for you to live in the light, and take confession from gentry for coin."
Leander gasped. The Scarab-shelled Sister took Varial's hand gently and led her away, to kneel before the pew in line with the other women. Varial went demurely and knelt without argument. The Scarab-shell spoke soft words in her ear and trailed her warty fingers down Varial's Butterfly wings. At last she turned back to Leander. 
"This place is not for you, child. Leave us now."
"Leave?" asked Leander. "But she's my sister."
"She is broken. Can you not see that? Would you bind yourself to a broken thing, so that you both may know the pain of the descent? What does that aid the world?"
"It aids her," Leander said. "I saved her once. I'll do it again."
"It aids you, child, not her," said the Scarab-shell, soft but in a tone that brooked no possible argument. "Even then your heart burns with it. I see that plainly. Your efforts at love scar you both. You cannot be together again. Her duty is hers now, as yours will be yours."
Leander felt control slipping from her, like the cold rush of wind on the Angelway in the moments before they jumped, but there was no elation in this, only panic. 
"But, where will I go?"
"If you wish to serve the Heart in the light, seek out their Abbey in the shelter of the Seasham cathedral. That is the place for you. Tell the Abbess there I sent you; we have an understanding. She will welcome you in."
Leander stared hard at her. She didn't understand this new world at all. "You're stealing my sister," she said. 
"She is not your sister now," answered the Scarab-shell, "she is ours."
* * *
She did not see her sister again for thirty years. 
The Abbey welcomed her, in the Seasham district, as the Scarab-shell promised. She was given a place and a role amongst the brethren, taught her duties and the sacrament of the Heart. Feeling empty in her own heart, she let their words pour in. What else was she to do? Had she abandoned her sister, or set her free? The Heart promised answers but provided none. 
She buried herself in scripture. She lived on the Abbey grounds and never left. The city was a cruel place, a realm of terrors she did not understand. Instead she worked the earth with her claws and studied the Book of the Heart, memorizing all the psalms, the gospels, the stories, and finding what succor she could in unquestioning faith.
In time, the old Abbess died. A new Abbess was selected, and Leander was not surprised when it was her. Nothing within the grounds surprised her further. She was the most knowledgeable of all the Sisters in her care. She was the strongest in faith, and had seen the most of the world. 
She took the chancel of the old Abbess and changed nothing. She watched over those in her care. Years passed, until one night a fearful young woman named Avia was admitted at the front gate, clutching a blood-soaked child and asking for shelter. She claimed to have come from the Gloam Hallows cathedral, swearing Leander's own sister had promised her a place in the light. 
Leander admitted her, as she was beholden too. When the girl began carving lines into her own son's face, she threatened to cast her out, but the girl always had an answer. She twisted the words of the Heart into circles, referencing works Leander had never read, telling stories about herself that could not possibly be true; of Aradabar and the Rot, of King Seem and the revenant arch that opened a doorway through time. 
She could not argue with things she did not understand. She could not stop Avia, who swore to scar her son whether in the protection of her four walls or out in the street, hiding from the King's Adjunc. 
She did not know what to do. So she went to the Gloam Hallows cathedral, seeking her sister. 
* * *
Long years had passed, but she walked the Hallows mist confidently, driven by the belief that what she had come to do was right. When she saw the carved arch at the entrance to Varial's cathedral, and the dappling lights in the fog, she knew her sister was nearby. 
At a lone desk in an octagonal chamber open to the sky, she found her; a Butterfly sitting with wings raised bright and resplendent behind her, bent over her desk with a nib in her hand, scribbling words in an ancient leather-bound tome. It stopped her breath to see her sister. So much time had passed, but the old pain was still there. 
Leander approached, but Varial did not look up. 
"Sister," she said softly. The face she so often saw in her dreams, screaming out as she fell, looked up.
A smile spread across Varial's cracked brown mouth. Her segmented eyes lit up. She stood, stepped around the desk, and without a word pulled Leander close to her, her beautiful wings rushing out to cowl them both. With the sudden splay of color came a wave of uncontrollable joy that passed through Leander's whole body. She had not expected this, and it felt more than anything like finally coming home. 
They stood like that, bodies pressed close together, for a long time, and Leander felt something begin to heal within her, as edges of a distant wound finally edged together. After that they sat wordlessly, hand-in-hand across the desk from each other, as the mist drifted about them.
"I see you are an Abbess now," said Varial, taking in the black hood of Leander's cassock. 
"As are you," replied Leander, noting the same regalia upon her sister, though her cassock was white.
Varial's jagged smile widened. "Yet over no Sisters. All of my number have gone."
"Gone where?" 
She shrugged. "Taken by the Rot. He came for them, as he always has, and now they are gone."
Leander frowned. "You mean they died?"
Varial squeezed Leander's claws, then let go. "Taken," she repeated. "Like the Unforgiven. The first of his enemies, shucked from this world like a thorn in his side."
Leander had many more questions, about the Rot, and the Heart, and the girl. "I need to ask you about Avia," she said. "The girl you sent to us."
Varial spread her mesmerizing wings. "So ask." 
Leander had prepared for this. She was accustomed to speaking before the Sisters, to being respected. She had not expected the warm welcome here, though, and her sister's unflinching gaze unnerved her. "She makes incredible claims. She speaks of Aradabar as a place that yet lives, that might be saved. She tortures her son in ways I should not abide, but I do. When I look into her eyes, sister, I see things I do not understand. I come here to ask you to take her back. My Abbey is not the place for her."
Varial regarded her sister for a long moment. Leander felt like her soul was being weighed. "Have courage, sister," she said. "Embrace not only what you are, but what you might be. That is the lesson you have yet to learn. I can be patient. It will come."
"What will come?"
 Varial stood. "Follow me," she said, and walked deeper into the mists. Leander followed, through the ruins and into the empty cathedral hall where she'd first lost her, to the stained glass vision at the end, hanging in the single wall. They stood before it for a time silently. 
"You left me here," said Leander softly, remembering the hard words of the ragged old woman.
Varial answered without turning. "I left you a long time before that, sister. The moment I fell from the Hasp, we were divided."
"Why?" Leander asked. 
Varial gave a sad smile, barely visible through the mist. "I was weak. You were strong. What bond could remain between us, after that?"
The mist thickened the silence, until Varial broke it, pointing to a row of worn grooves in the flagstones.
"I was knelt at prayer there when Avia came," she said. "She passed through our revenant arch, through the veil of time, from Aradabar. She emerged dusty with ash, as the Corpse World ended beneath the Rot's touch. She asked for my help, and I gave it."
Leander stared, confused. "You mean from the ruins of Aradabar? You don't seriously believe she traveled three thousand years through an arch, through this 'veil', from a city that is all but fiction?"
Varial chuckled. "You see, but you don't believe. Sister, can there not be more in this world than we know, or understand? Can there not be room for both your Heart, and the Rot? Here we hold both in our minds at once. They circle each other ceaselessly, not at war, but always consuming. They do not care for us, no more than toys to be played with, so where does that leave us? In the light, or in the dark?"
"I believe the Heart watches over us, in everything we do," said Leander, falling back on scripture. "He holds us and protects us."
Varial smiled. "Of course. You see only the light. But then you flew, didn't you?" 
Leander studied her sister. She was older, but not bitter. She was solitary, perhaps beginning to draw deeper into madness, but her gaze was clear. There was not the expectation of inciting some kind of guilt in Leander for matters past, and Leander felt none. All of that had been so long ago. These were merely statements of fact. She had flown, and Varial had fallen. 
"I haven't flown since," she said. 
Varial nodded. "So I feared. That, Sister, is the lesson you have yet to learn. And you will learn it, I promise that."
An uneasy silence descended. Leander longed to reach out and tell Varial everything, how much she'd missed her, how for so long she'd felt like she was going to die in her Abbey, just fade out of existence without Varial there. But she couldn't say any of that. She had not come here for that. 
"You won't take her back," she said, flatly stating the truth she'd known since first stepping into the mists.
"I cannot," said Varial. "But you knew that, didn't you?"
"So show me this revenant," said Leander, surprising herself. Was she beginning to believe in Avia? "I want to see the door into Aradabar."
Varial nodded. "Of course. This is why you've truly come."
She shuffled forward, rounding the side of the stained glass wall. Leander felt the past sink away as quickly as it had risen. Soon they were walking over earth crunchy with old ash, into a deeper darkness than anywhere else in the Hallows, leaving the radiant lights of the stained glass Avia behind. It took long moments for Leander's eyes to adjust. Whatever light shone in the ruined cathedral did not also shine here. It grew black and fogged, but even through that Leander recognized the shape standing pale and intricate in the darkness.
A revenant arch.
Varial stood by its side, and pointed through the arch into the mists.
"It's impenetrable to us," she said, her voice echoing strangely. "But to Avia it was no obstacle."
Leander reached out to touch the dry old stone. It was smooth, like skinned birch. She saw more clearly now its edges tapering away; carved in detail with faded figures of legend, familiar from the arch on Aspelair. "We have one near my Abbey. It leads to nothing, sister."
"Perhaps yours leads nowhere. This arch leads to Avia's time, sister. To Aradabar. It leads to every place and every time, across all of the Heart and all the Corpse Worlds, if you are willing to pay the cost. It was built by the same Avia who resides with you now."
Leander sighed. Perhaps she'd expected to find something else here, some proof of a kind. "These are just myths. You conflate legend with the truth."
Varial chuckled, and spread her arms to encircle the revenant and cathedral. "All of this is myth, sister. Sen, Avia, you and I, we are all just strength in another story, bringing the power a young man needs to send himself further back, and fight the Rot again."
"You're speaking riddles," Leander said. "None of that makes sense."
"But it will," Varial said. "When he comes to you and you give this memory to him. It will make sense, and you will find your own answers. Sen, this is the way. This is the path."
Another shiver came, and Leander took a step back. "I see what I came to find out, sister. You believe it all."
"Of course I do, as would you, if a woman emerged from the mist covered in the still-warm dust of Ignifer's ash, jetted from the eruption that leveled Aradabar." Varial stepped closer. "You would believe too, if you saw the blood oozing from his scars perfectly matched the image in our glass made millennia ago. Sister, you too will believe when he comes to you at the end, dusted with ash, bearing the scars of his dead friends. You will believe it all."
"And you have seen those things for me, sister? What follows the end, tell me that?"
"Darkness," hissed the Butterfly. "The end of all things, and all things to their end, and with that a new beginning. There must be death for there to be life, mustn't there? I saw it as I fell from the Angelway, and I have seen it in every moment since, haunting my every step. The Dark has been with me always, and with it comes the Rot. These are my friends and my bedfellows, and I welcome them, as I welcome you, and Avia, and her child Sen, who watches us even now. All these things I know, my sister, as the Rot's war is coming. The greatest war for this Corpse World, and all the worlds."
Leander took another step backward. Varial's eyes were wild now, and it disturbed her.
"Where are you going, sister?" Varial called, almost taunting, through the fog. 
"I am leaving, as I was once ordered to."
Varial laughed. "And you did! You left me. Sister, let me ask this. Did I ever tell you not to fly again? Did I forbid it, did I pull you down to earth with my own hands?"
"No, of course not," Leander called through the mist, too afraid to hear more, afraid of what wounds Varial would cut that might never heal. 
"Then why did you not fly?" Varial cried, her bodiless voice ringing through the mist. "Do you know how often I dreamed of it? I would have hated you, but why did you not fly when I hated you anyway? At least in that hate there would have been some joy, as you carried some part of me in the flight with you. Why did you not fly?"
Leander fled. 
"Sister," came Varial's mad cries through the mist, "dear sister, you and I will be together again in the darkness, before the end of this world comes, I swear it. We will be together again!" 
Leander blinked away tears as she ran. This was the insanity Varial had come to. She fled and put the madness of the place behind her for good. 
 



 
 
FLIGHT
 
 
Sen opened his eyes on Grammaton Square. 
For a moment he was baffled, then the crashing, fuzzy memories trickled back to him; the Darkness had come at the very end. He'd opened the veil just as it spewed through the window and sucked the Abbess in.
She was gone. 
Yet the weight of her memories remained, sinking inside Sen like a heavy stone, bringing changes and new faith. Like that moment years ago on the Gutrock, when the lump of King Seem had delved into his mind seeking control, her life was a part of him now. 
He looked at his hands through the gritty rain of ash, and saw blue and green fire charging violently after each other. Here was Varial, and Leander, and a lifetime of guilt and hope. Not enough to raise the Saint again, but perhaps enough for what he had planned. Leander had shown him the way.
He reached out through the veil; it felt thin now, jagged and frail as if the very fabric of the world was fraying from his many passages through it. His every breath seemed like it might tear a hole and hasten the end. This would have to be the last time.
The horse came and he mounted. Every hoofbeat now felt tenuous, as if at any moment one of those thuds would punch through the surface and topple them both into the swelling Darkness. There was a terrible toll to traveling through the veil, the Abbess had said. It had driven his mother mad. 
Would it do the same to him?  
Buildings and streets whipped by in a dry gray blur, until he was racing back up the Abbey grounds in silence, through the ash and into the cloisters. As he barged through the chancel doors the cathedral collapsed again behind him, though now it was a tinny crunch that sounded only half-real. The singing of the Sisters wasn't stilled because they'd already been silent. Their faith was a part of him now. 
In the office stood the Abbess, as before. Her Moth wings were spread to either side, and she was looking through the window to the plume of dust where the cathedral had stood, though something in her eyes had changed. 
"Hello," she said pleasantly, and pointed. "Something happened there. Did you see?"
Sen's stomach churned. He felt the difference in her; the total hollowness, and covered the distance between them quickly, reaching up to touch her age-dappled cheek. "Leander," he said. 
She smiled at his touch. "That's a pretty name." Her voice was higher and lighter than before, carrying none of the sorrow of memory. "Who is it?"
"It's your name," Sen said, fighting to keep his voice from cracking. She'd offered him this. Her story had made it clear, and though it stung him to treat her this way, he could see no alternative. "You're a beautiful Butterfly, and your name is Leander."
Her old face before him shone with a sudden pride. "A Butterfly? Are my wings the colors of the rainbow?"
"They are," nodded Sen. It was too gloomy in the room to see for certain. Still the Abbess spread her wings and studied them. A child-like happiness welled up in her that pulled at Sen's heart. 
"And can I fly?" she asked, her eyes bright.
"Like the wind," said Sen.
"Shall we fly now?"
He smiled. "I think so."
He took the book from her desk, Avia's Revels, then led her by the hand out of the Abbey and into the ash-clouded air. She gasped in wonder at the hallway and portico chamber they passed through.
"Is this a castle?" she asked. 
"Like a castle," Sen replied. "It's an Abbey."
The Abbess rolled the unfamiliar word around her circular mouth. "Abbey."
They stood on the grounds where she had once watched over Sen playing, ankle deep in drifts of ash that covered the green grass. Black flecks drifted steadily down, cloaking everything, but that didn't seem to bother the Abbess. She only had the memories of a few moments, and this new world was as wondrous as anything. 
"Do you remember how to fly?" he asked.
"Of course!" she said brightly. "I'm a Butterfly. How could I ever forget?"
She spread her wings. They were already coated with a film of ash. "They're so beautiful," she murmured.
Distant explosions ruptured her reverie, and she turned to Sen. He reached out and felt the world beginning to crumble beneath the incessant gnawing of the Darkness. The saltpeter stores in a buckshot-milling factory in Afric had just blown up, and an alchemist's in the lower Roy had ignited. Neither of those had burst before.
"Are those the other Butterflies?" the Abbess asked, unafraid. "They've already climbed the Angelway?"
"Yes," Sen replied smoothly, though his heart broke, "the others are playing games above, and we have to join them."
The Abbess regarded him a moment longer, before breaking into a grin. "Will you climb on, then? I know you can't fly. You don't even have any wings!"
Sen nodded. "I will."
He circled to her back with trails of ash-dust sloughing up at his feet. He took her shoulders in his hands, shocked by how frail they now seemed, as if they might crack when he put his weight on them, breaking open her shell. He hesitated.
"We'll lose the others," the Abbess said urgently, twisting her neck to look at him. He felt the shell of her body stretch and creak beneath his hands. "Hurry up."
He stepped closer, until the rough warm spikes of her wing-stack pushed into his stomach and chest, then lifted himself carefully, nestling his knees against the bony base of her wings.
"Not so fragile, am I?" the Abbess said cheerfully. "Are you ready?" 
"I'm ready," he said. His face was so close to the back of her smooth polished head he could smell the cold gloss of her Sectile skin, like old books and dust. 
"Then let's go," the Abbess said cheerily, and brought her wings down in a whuff of ash and air. 
Sen's stomach lurched. He could see nothing, blinded by the sudden updraft of ash, but he felt his weight pressing down on the Abbess' back as she flapped upward again and again. His stomach jumped with each surge, and he clung on more tightly as she tilted forward, losing all sense of direction amidst the thrashing beat of her wings.
"Butterflies!" the Abbess called, and he felt the sound tremble up through her hard thorax as much as he heard it over the ash. They were climbing fast now, surely higher than he'd ever been before, with the pulse of her wing beats flexing beneath his knees and driving them up through the endless gray. 
"Hallooo, Butterflies!" she cried joyfully.
At last the jolting pulse of her wings slowed, and they rolled into a glide. Sen risked snatching his left hand from its grip on her shoulder to rub the grit from his eyes. He saw her wings spread wide like a kite, hanging almost motionless far above the city, as hot thermal waves lapped up at them from the numerous riot fires below. The Abbess let out another loud whoop of pure joy. 
"I'm flying!" she called back to him, the words whipping in fragments around her head by the rising winds.
Sen looked down. The ash was thick, but hot drafts blew shifting clear corridors through it, allowing narrow views down to the city below. What he saw was the Darkness. It must have chewed through the veil, because its oily black touch was everywhere, puddling in craters and tongue-torn gouges. More explosions rang out as chemicals and munitions fired in the rarefied air, spreading flash fires that danced through the ash and rippled across districts in seconds. 
The noose was tightening. Sen turned to the north and saw the Darkness swallow the volcano's fire flower in the sky. The stars were gone already, and the tides were rolling on the city. 
This was the real end of the world.
The Abbess beneath him sang simple happy songs as they glided on. Of course she didn't understand what was happening. He leaned in close to her head to call directions, and was met by another explosion. 
The volcano ruptured bodily. The mountain that had capped his world broke open in a staggering ball of flame that shot outward then was swallowed by the Dark. Moments later the thunderclap sound of it hammered across the distance, momentarily deafening him, followed by a powerful percussive wind. 
An instant before it struck he clasped tight to the Abbess's Sectile shell, but still he was nearly torn away in the chaos. Ash hardened by speed peppered them both, sending them reeling out of control in the gale. He heard a sick tearing sound over the roar, and risked a glance through the torrent to see the Abbess' wings tearing. 
"Fly, Leander!" he shouted. 
Her damaged wings flexed and pumped in vain. He struggled to breathe as the hot wind pricked at his skin, and the pressure on his chest only grew stronger as they cartwheeled out of control, like a cornstalk doll tossed off a cliff. 
Another eruption followed, spewing orange magma through the middle of the Gutrock wastes, even larger than the last. It seemed the Corpse World itself was giving up its core. Sen's thoughts flattened out under the wave of pressure, becoming simple and urgent as the Abbess reeled across the sky. Escape. In snatches with his eyes cracked open he saw a spiraling black and red world revolving. All he could do was cling on and wait for the blast to end.
Then it ended, and they fell. 
"Fly, Leander!" he cried into the Moth's ear, as ash-drafts whipped evenly by either side. He looked at her wings and saw them flapping ineffectually in the volcanic draughts, torn through with gaping holes. Something popped in his ears, and the realization hit that she was screaming.
They fell through the clouds like a stone. 
"Leander!" he called into her ear, but she didn't seem to hear. He braced his grip about her neck and leaned forward to look into her eyes, but what he saw there stopped his breath.
Her face was gone. What had been there before, the kindly features of an old Sectile whom he'd loved and respected all his life had been destroyed in the blast. Her compound eyes were crushed, streaming crystal shards. The hard rim of her mouth had been torn and her smooth cheeks were fractured. 
And she screamed. For a moment, struck with the horror of the broken frame he was clinging to, he joined her. She had taken the brunt of the blast while he'd hidden behind her, as ever. She had been his shield again, and now they were falling into Darkness, moments away from death.
He pulled himself even closer to her ruined face, and shouted into her ear. 
"Your sister, Leander! Your sister needs you."
At once her screaming stopped. He felt her body shudder, the muscles rippling within her tough old body. 
"I can see her!" he called again. "She's just ahead of us. You have to fly!"
Her wings quivered and shook. One of them was broken and twitched feebly, too damaged to catch the wind. The other flickered hesitantly, guiding their downward spin. 
"It's Varial, Leander," he cried, "fly for Varial," and this time something changed. A ripple of pure anger coursed through her body, as the lost child of Leander ignored the pain of her caved-in face and her ripped-open wings, and beat herself against reality to finally save her sister. 
Their descent slowed. Her shredded wings thrashed enough to steer them into a plummeting glide, bursting out through the underbelly of the ash clouds to reveal the city below in detail. For long moments Sen wasn't sure what he was looking at; a hellish landscape of lapping fire and black tides chewing into buildings and streets. Only when he saw the unmistakable pink stone of the Grammaton lying jaggedly across the Tiptanic gardens, the spire coming to rest half in the burst banks of the Levi river, did he realize where they were. 
He tugged firmly on the Abbess's shoulders to guide her. 
"This way," he called into her ear.
They glided down over the nightmarish city with the wind whistling through the Abbess' wings, trailing brown powder like a comet. Sen felt her pain and absorbed as much of it as he could. Geysers of Darkness shot up toward them, grasping like the Rot's tongues inverted, as below ships from the Sheckledown carried on Dark tides into the limey roads of the Calk and Slumswelters. 
They plummeted over the cracked façades of Jubilante, past the Gravaile mansion already sunken into a giant crack and over the seething black lake of the Fallowlands, too fast for control. They raced over the salted hummocks of dead earth until the Gloam Hallows' barrier of white fog hit them like a damp wall. They fell through it faster, barely scraping above the jumbled, ancient rooftops as the Abbess' wings flapped desperately for height. Sen steered as best he could, until he saw glowing lights in the distance; the blazing glass frieze of his mother in the cathedral wall. 
"There!" he called to the Abbess, "she's right there!"
Leander gave an extra surge of effort. Her broken body shook as her threadbare wings beat harder into the final plunge. With his face pressed close to her cracked cheek, Sen thought he heard her whisper, "Varial."
Then they were closing on the cathedral, the ribs of cloisters whipped by below, and it was far too fast to stop when they crashed through the stained glass window. Light crashed out around them, then Sen's skin was tearing and his body spun, as they slammed the last hard fall to earth. Something burst beneath him, and he knew it was the Abbess. 
He coughed blood and rolled off her. He reached out to touch her head but there was no head left to touch. "Thank you," he croaked, but already the Darkness was coming on slathering tides, and he struggled to rise. 
"She flew," said a voice from beside him, breathless with awe.
He looked up and saw Varial the Butterfly standing over them, her wings gleaming many color and her compound eyes shimmering with tears. 
"My sister flew," she said, then knelt to lay her hands on the battered remnants of Leander's body. 
"To save you," called Sen, shouting over the rising cacophony of felling buildings and booming munitions. He rose to his feet; one of his legs seemed to be splintered; the pain was sharp and biting. "As she always meant to."
"It was beautiful, child," cried the Butterfly, "like our father always said, as he tucked us in bed with stories of the great Butterflies of our race. I felt safe again."
Sen pushed himself toward her on his one good foot. Blood welled from a dozen cuts in his body, lit by the furious blue-green light of his scars. It was moving, but there was no time now to be moved.
"The revenant," he shouted urgently. "Where is it?"
The Butterfly Abbess regarded him for a moment, then her mouth yawed open just as it had before, when she'd first seen his scars. "Avia's son?"
"Show me the revenant!" he repeated.
"Of course," she answered, and immediately took his arm to lead him away. "Yes, Avia's son, anything."
He leaned on her heavily, as they shambled away from the dead Leander into darkness and mist. Sen trudged on through crunching Fallowland dirt, until in moments the revenant emerged. It looked just like the one on Aspelair; an archway heavy with elaborate carvings of a battle in the skies over Aradabar, images of warriors and animals at war. 
Sen stepped inside the arch and tried to open the veil. 
Nearby more explosions rang out, hot air blasted him, and a tendril of the Darkness whipped closer, pulling a scream from Varial that cut off instantly. Black flood tides poured in from all around him, racing inward to the end of the world. 
He closed his eyes and tried to open the veil again, this time imagining not home or his mother, but Aradabar; the city of his birth and the birthplace of Saint Ignifer's legend.
The Saint moved within him like a key, unlocking the revenant scant seconds before the arch was smothered by the Dark. 
 



 
 
FATES OF ARADABAR
 
 
Sen stood on a barren cliff top.
He didn't know how long he'd been standing there. The mad flight with the Abbess seemed like a lifetime ago; the heat and the blast, the blood and the Dark. Now calm, silvery gorse fields surrounded him, the gray splintered Sheckledown Sea flanked him, and ahead lay the breathtaking splendor of old Aradabar. 
He would recognize it anywhere, after years spent studying its outline beneath the Gutrock wastes, of reading about it in legends and memorizing its bright and hope-filled thoroughfares. 
The graceful glass towers of learning rose like a spine of polished crystal down its center, bisecting a spreading panorama of idyllic bookyard rotundas and parks of beautifully sculpted greenery. Interspersed throughout were the city's most remarkable accomplishments; the Great Library with its three hundred Ellic columns and fifty hermitage cupolas, the floating University of Ripen tethered by a thousand iron link chains, the underwater College of Theological Arts submerged in its blue sinkhole, with King Seem's palace etched in humble grindstone and red metal at the city's rim. 
All of them were ablaze. Thick rolls of treacly orange magma rolled through the streets with a beautiful ferocity, setting even the glass towers alight.
A fierce white moon hung in the night sky, its face cracked and pulverized, casting discordant pale light over the whispering gorse fields, the silvery breaking waves, and the combatants in the sky.
Saint Ignifer's army. Sen gazed at them, entranced. They were legion, galloping in to battle with the Rot as it spread its jaws over Aradabar. They were swathed in silver, lissome with the broken moon's rays; a chiaroscuro of creatures and castes, of life in all its maddening array of warps and weaves, all stalked and limbed and armored and armed, waggling and oozing and stomping and soaring, chittering, screeching, roaring and wailing. 
He tried to count their number but could not. Their ranks stretched back like a comet's tail beyond the curve of the Corpse World's horizon. He stood at the cliff edge with the fierce cool wind of their passage blowing in his face, watching them course by like a dream come true. There were too many for him to comprehend the whole; all he could absorb were details from the fray.
Here a giant Spider raced in a chariot made of its own woven silk, hauled by what had to be a Scranth; its fifteen yellowish limbs crackling like whips around one bulging red eye. There a Cowface clung to the back of a Mandray winged lizard, a half-flayed trident in his hoofy hands, chased by a clutch of Ogric women with four breasts bared riding atop flutters of Gulls. A phalanx of Fetchling-borne Ptarmigans, blue-skinned and massive, sailed by like heavily-laden galleons, their broad backs stacked with creatures of many castes readying mangonels and catablasts, weapons of siege and entropy. 
Next came the constructions of iron and tin; vast Aigle fortresses propelled through the air on whirring helical screws, laden with outsized cannon. Around these Aigle titans swirled smaller tri-plane warships; dozens of them emerging and returning constantly from the Aigle bellies, each piloted by a pink-skinned caste like a shaven Mole Beneath them immense black metal hulks rolled along the coast, each as large as five frigates lashed together, bristling with glinting crystal weaponry.
On the ocean beneath raced an innumerable armada of ships, led by a double-hulled clipper with vast white wing-sails thrust to either side. Behind it came oft wood carracks thronged with spine-skinned Caracts preparing ballistae, and fluyts crewed by snub-nosed Runts from the Meran Reach readying bow-mounted grapnel trebuchet. Vast steaming iron hulks with rusted barnacle sides rose like sheer cliffs, while brass-banded cogs and caravels erected towers of attack, and hundreds of smaller vessels flitted amidst their towering decks; hoys and crayers, picards and coracles, throwing up a brine cloud of spume. 
In the city now there flowed a brown tide of bodies moving in lockstep toward the magma; mogrified creations of all shapes and sizes, with arms where there should be legs, legs where there should be heads, too many chests and countless staring eyes. They advanced with a singular mind, ignoring the crushing blows of the Rot's tongues. 
The scale of the army was staggering. It was the stained glass image from the Gloam Hallows come to life and more. He could never have imagined it would be so wondrous. At the fore of this great comet Sen glimpsed a tiny figure atop a winged white horse, lunging ahead with his twin misericordes extended, soaring toward the blackness over the city until…
Everything stopped. 
The impact with the Rot never came. The army hung in the air like carvings on a revenant arch.
"They'll lose," came a voice from beside Sen. 
He turned. Behind him stood a woman, a Halfhead Induran with rooty brown skin covered in moving black tattoos. Her right lip sagged, her right eye twitched, and something about her snagged in Sen's mind, but he did not know why. 
"Who are you?" he asked. 
"My name's not important any more," she said. "All that matters is that I'm here."
He grunted. "Why are you here?"
"To watch the battle, of course."
Sen nodded. In this place, in this time, that felt normal. 
"That's why I'm here too," he said. 
The Halfheaded woman cocked her head to one side, surveying him curiously. Now Sen saw that the figures in her tattoos were moving; running across her face. There was a small Moleman figure inked in a crude rendering that Sen thought he recognized. The figure ran over her nose and back again, before embracing a copy of what must have been the Halfhead herself, while droplets of black rain fell from above. He watched the sequence repeat, repeat, repeat, even as different actions took place on her forehead, on her right cheek, her lower jaw, down to the seam of her tunic where he glimpsed larger things turning and whirling like great machines beneath her light leather armor. 
"That's Daveron," he said, looking up. "He's my friend."
"He is. Until you forget him."
He frowned. "Why would I forget him?" 
"Why would anyone forget anything? Because they got old and died. Worms came for their brain and eyes. For power, Sen."
"You know my name," he pointed out.
"I know much more than your name. Though you'll have forgotten all that."
Sen nodded. What she said seemed to make sense. He understood it, or thought he did. 
"You're fading already," said the Halfhead. "I can see right through you."
Sen looked at his hands. The scars were there, though the blue-green of the Saint's power was gone, and his skin seemed translucent. 
"That's strange," he said. 
"You're losing yourself," said the woman. "You've lost the Abbess and Gellick. You've lost me. You'll forget the others soon too."
He sighed. He remembered that much. "I know. It's very sad."
"It's more than sad, Sen. It's the reason you're going to die."
She pointed past him to the silver army in the sky. 
He looked back, and saw something strange. All the beasts and beings and machines of the army, the trail of the silver comet, remained motionless, yet the black tongues of the Rot continued to spread amongst them, spinning nets and biting down like a black disease. 
"It doesn't care about your laws," said the Halfhead woman. "I learnt that as it consumed me. It wins by attrition."
"The Rot," Sen said. "This is the first time it struck our world."
The woman smiled then, and the motion pulled up her sagging lip so it hung crookedly straight. "Not the first time, Sen. Try again."
He puzzled over that, as the blackness spun and whipped. The army was dying as the Rot tore its fighters apart. They had no chance, unable to move. As he watched one of the hulking Aigle sky ships shattered into multiple pieces that flew outward in a slow-motion explosion. 
"What do you mean, not the first?" he asked. He knew his history. "The Rot came first to Aradabar." 
"No," she answered. "This is the second time, Sen. Its first attack was against us, and we drove it off. So it came here, to a weak place, before the Saint existed."
Sen struggled with that. He remembered fighting the Rot, that was true, but they hadn't done it here. They'd fought in the future, three thousand years ahead. His head swam. 
"That's impossible," he said dreamily. "It's history. It came to Aradabar. It came to us. It can't go backward."
The woman snorted. "Do you think time is the same for the Rot as it is for you and me? Sen. It moves at will, always searching for the weakest point. And this army," she pointed at the frozen silver comet, "never existed to stop it."  
She snapped a finger, and silvery army disappeared. There was no sound or fire, just a withering of the thousands of warriors and their beasts and machines, like a piece of paper crumpling into a fast black fire. 
The army was gone. The Rot spread wide, opened its throat to the Darkness, and fell across the city, sending them both tumbling into the gorse.
Sen came to lying amongst silvery flowers. Above him was the woman's twisted face, and around her hung all the constellations he'd loved as a child; the great warriors of their day. 
"Saint Ignifer," he said softly, as the stars one by one winked out, as the Rot ate the world. "Lord Quill's chariot. The Albatross. Awa Babo. They're dying too."
"They're dying too," repeated the female. He could barely see her face now, as the darkness thickened. "The world was swallowed at Aradabar, Sen. The Corpse World, and only a flicker of faith keeps it alive. But the Darkness is coming. You have to find them first."
He looked from the stars to her. She was so strange, and fading already in the blackness that had swallowed everything else. "Find who?"
"Saint Ignifer's army, of course. Make them real, and drive the Rot back for good."
He smiled. He'd already done that once. How many more times? "I'll save Aradabar."
"Not Aradabar. Aradabar is gone. Save Ignifer's city, Sen. The Saint is strong there. Make your stand atop the ruins of our revolution, and the Rot will never escape. Destroy it for good, and keep the Corpse alive a little longer."
Sen heard it all, but only one thing stood out. "Our revolution," he repeated. Had she been there? He watched the dulling shapes rush and canter over her face, and for the last time felt a spike of familiarity in it.
"Who are you?"
"I'm M…" she began, but he couldn't hear the rest of it, as her wispy figure faded away, and eddies of white mist rolled in.
 



 
 
FREEMANTLE III
 
 
Freemantle worked on the Book of Sen. He sat at the desk with his inkstone and quill, writing out line after line of question and answer as though he were trying to cement the facts into his own mind. The images and people from this lost world washed over him in a way they never had when he was watching it himself. That had been immediate, almost tangible, but he realized as he looked over the pages of Sen's life, it hadn't been real. 
He'd forgotten about real. 
He'd let the veil take his sadnesses away, and wrapped himself up in his observations of the Corpse. He'd studied the minutiae so he wouldn't feel the losses at his core, but those losses were rising back to the surface now. 
Looking over the Book of Sen, he saw page after page of neglect, lies, and torture by those closest to him, who should have protected him. His life had been filled with loss; the loss of his mother, of Sister Henderson, of the Abbey and his closest friends, the loss of Feyon, and now the loss of his world. Reading through those stories stirred deep emotions in Freemantle that had been dormant for hundreds of years. 
There had been joy in Sen's life, too. Fleeting moments of happiness made all the richer for their briefness, intervals where it seemed that nothing terrible was truly impending, that no dark shape actually clouded the horizon. In their conversations they'd spoken of the most intimate details, because Sen had realized those were the last things he wanted to lose. The first time he'd kissed Feyon in the doll room. The first time he'd seen her after her betrayal, withered in the home of her parents. The first time they made love, whispering in the dark of the millinery with the streets outside silent and only the whistle of the warm wind through the buckshot-riddled walls. 
Freemantle couldn't remember moments like that of his own. Surely he'd shared times like that with his Kelly, but they were gone now, stolen by the veil. All he had was the vague feeling of love, and whatever he'd written down in his Book.
Sen's memories demanded an answer, demanded justice, and that inspired Freemantle. It raised in him a specter of hope that he dared not look at too clearly or closely lest the desire for it swamp him, fill him, and crush him when it was not realized. 
Could he also go back? 
Could he return to his Kelly, and would she know him if he did? Could they somehow be together again, reunited across the veil?
He pushed the thought from his mind and concentrated on the paper before him; stories of Alam and Gellick fooling in the grounds, playing tricks on the Sisters, spending long afternoons painting clay to look like sausages then slipping them stealthily onto Feyon's plate. 
Freemantle enjoyed reading about the 'generals'. It kept at bay the thought that these young people were actually dead, and soon even the memory of them might be gone, bar these few words he was now marking on paper. 
He read on, about Gellick making slow jokes in the millinery, warm little parties they had in the millinery to celebrate a big story broken, Feyon's eyes darting occasionally to Sen, and Sen catching her and smiling back. 
He read it because there was nothing else to do.
Then Sen gasped, wedged in the white chair, and a thick wet sound followed.
Freemantle spun from the desk to see something terrible. The wall facing Sen was splattered with blue blood. 
Sudden fear chilled Freemantle, but he acted swiftly. In three loping strides he was kneeling before Sen, gazing into the ruin of his face. 
His right eye socket had burst, leaving a pale cyan hole. Blue blood flowed from it startlingly bright in that white place, soaking into Sen's tunic and the pillows cushioned about him, into the fabric of the chair and spreading on the floor. Sen's one remaining eye spun in a panic as he came awake, whirling from the floor to the ceiling before settling on Freemantle.
He screamed then and struggled to rise, reaching up to touch the space where his eye had been, but Freemantle caught and held him before he could worsen the injury. 
"Shh, it's all right," he said, though he did not believe it. He'd seen numerous diseases, injuries, and deaths across the Corpse, so many crimes, murder, rapes and tortures that they had ceased to turn his stomach, but never this. 
Sen's eye had exploded from his head. 
He lifted Sen and half-carried him to the bed, shocked by how light he seemed. Sen's feet trailed the ground beneath him and his one good eye flickered, half-conscious. On the bed he tossed side to side weakly, murmuring to himself but saying nothing coherent. Freemantle tore three long shreds from the bed sheets, and delicately inserted the first into the vacant eye socket to staunch the bleeding. 
Sen murmured as the rag went in; his left eye fluttering. The white rag turned blue immediately, and Freemantle pressed the second gently after it, then the third, applying soft pressure until the flow slowed. At some point Sen fell unconscious, and his mumbling and pawing at Freemantle's restraining grip halted. 
Freemantle took a halting breath. Blue blood covered his arms and chest. He stripped off his robe and washed in the water box, then ripped another sheet and began to wash Sen's face. After the worst of the blood was cleansed away, the damage no longer looked so terrible. 
He had lost an eye. Also his skin had turned grayer, his breathing was labored, and he looked thinner and weaker already. The sight of it triggered a creeping new fear in Freemantle. 
What had happened?
* * *
Sen woke nauseous. His thoughts lolled like sea foam on waves of pain that pulsed through his head. Spatters of remembrances jumped up at him like rattlefish, snapping at his mind and spitting out chunks of the things he'd done and seen in jumbled jigsaws. He watched them, felt them, and tried to focus on the things their teeth told him in spite of the pain.
He'd been with the Abbess. He'd seen the Butterfly. He'd watched Aradabar fell. 
The ache flowered outward from his face, thumping with a slow pulse down his neck and into his shoulders, starting a twitch he could barely control. 
He'd seen Saint Ignifer, and the army, and a strange woman with tattoos that moved. He knew her name was missing. Perhaps this was one of his friends. 
He opened his eye, and harsh white light lanced in. For a moment the pain grew worse, then the lights dimmed and Freemantle was there, his broad jaw tight and his eyes concerned. 
"Sen," he said, "there's been an accident."
He listened as Freemantle explained. The pain settled deeper, but he regained better control over his breathing. He learned that he'd just lost his right eye. Under Freemantle's careful guidance he probed the puffy edges of the wound, recoiling at the pangs that shivered through the enflamed skin. Freemantle talked throughout, trying to paper over the loss until Sen interrupted. 
"I'm going to lose more," he said Sen flatly. "Not just memories, but parts of my body too. It's another cost we'll have to accept." 
Freemantle gave an uneasy smile, beneath which Sen felt his fear; about what he might lose the next time. He felt that same fear too, but couldn't afford to indulge it. There was no choice, and nothing he could do other than move forward.
"You won't believe what I saw through the veil," he said.
Freemantle listened rapt as he described his strange adventures; in and out of Grammaton Square, his friends dying, the Darkness coming again and again. Freemantle scratched notes in a new book throughout. Sen felt his one good eye welling up as re-told the Abbess' death. When it was all told his jaw ached, and he sat silently for a time, reflecting on what he'd seen.
"So the Rot went back in time, to Aradabar," said Freemantle, scanning back over his notes. He looked up. "After you defeated it? That doesn't make sense."
Sen shrugged; the movement dug into his neck and elicited fresh pain, but he ignored it as best he could. He didn't want to scare Freemantle. "What does any more?"
"Time makes fools of us all," Freemantle said wistfully, then his eyes brightened. "That's a quote from Gorshalty, the Epicure historian." He paused, then stood to fetch a book from his shelf. Sitting again, he leafed through pages until he found what he was looking for. "Here. He's talking about the day the sun didn't rise and the Grammaton stopped." Freemantle looked up. "My day. He conducted dozens of studies on the objective nature of time, involving ships racing, weights dropped to the bottom of the Sheckledown, hikers climbing to the top of Ignifer's mountain. He concluded," Freemantle peered closer, then slapped the book closed. "Yes. Strange findings. He was pilloried for them; they were said to go against the word of the Heart. Time was not a river, according to him, but a sea. Given sufficient wind, or work at the oars, a ship could travel in any direction, even backwards in time. His death confession was that time makes fools of us all." Freemantle fell silent, then shrugged. "You and I too, I suppose."
Sen snorted; again that hurt. "Fools seems a gentle way of saying it. The woman on the cliff said the whole world was already dead. The Corpse; I think the Scarab-shell said it too, in the Gloam Hallows. So the Rot left me and went back and ate it all, and that means everything you and I ever lived didn't happen?" He paused to think. "Or it did happen, but in a kind of bubble, and the Darkness is eating that bubble now?"
Freemantle nodded, growing more enthusiastic. "Yes, that would explain the dwindling. It matches what the previous clockswoman said to me, about the wick." He chewed on his quill. "Time, Sen. Faith. The Grammaton is a symbol if it's anything." He considered. "The Red Ague must have been the same, when I saw that dark vision of my Kelly. So many people died that the city just got," he paused, seeking the right word, "thin."
"Thin," repeated Sen. It had felt that way on the last time into Grammaton Square; like he was only inches away from his feet punching holes in the fabric of life. "And getting thinner."
They sat silently for a time. Sen thought back on the conversation at Aradabar, trying to summon details. The woman had seemed so confident. Find the Saint's army, she'd said, but from where? How was he supposed to find an army that didn't exist?
"Who was she?" asked Freemantle. "The woman on the cliff."
Sen shook his head slightly, sparking the pain again. "I don't know. She was strange. Her skin was covered in crawling black tattoos, and one of them was Daveron. Half of her head was missing, like some breed of Unforgiven, but she seemed kindly."
"That was Mare," said Freemantle. A profound sense of sadness rose off him. "One of your generals."
Sen felt no sense of recognition at hearing the name. "I don't remember her." He waited a moment further, thinking perhaps some hint would come, but no. "There's nothing."
Freemantle smiled sadly. "And she told you to find Saint Ignifer's army?" He twisted the quill in his hand. "I thought you already did that. In your revolution."
Sen shrugged again, this time unable to halt the grimace as unexpected tendons in his neck tightened around his cheek. "I was thinking about that. The army I saw, Freemantle, it was nothing like the army we used against the King. It was epic; not a rabble armed with kettle helmets and graveyard spike javelins. It was a real army, rallied for war." He remembered the enormous scale of them, streaking like a comet out of legend. "In the city we had many castes, many thousands of people, but this? This was an army for the whole world. Maybe for all time."
Freemantle peered at Sen. "Maybe she was mistaken. Maybe it was a vision only, a trick of the veil. She said herself, that army never fought in the skies over Aradabar. It never existed, except in Avia's dreams. Perhaps it's just what you wanted to see; the Saint's army from legend. How could Mare know any more than you do, if she's just a memory in your head?"
"How could she just be a memory in my head, if I don't even remember her?" Sen countered.
For a moment they sat in silence. 
"Tell me about her," said Sen, "Mare."
Freemantle did. He didn't need to look at his notes to describe her on the first day in the Abbey; her sarcasm, her cruelty, the cruelty she'd experience all her life. She was a survivor, if nothing else. She'd helped Sen find his purpose at the millinery, and taught him how to use his misericorde spikes, then sailed away. When she'd returned she'd fallen in love with Daveron, and roused Indura to the cause of the Saint. 
At the end Sen just sat there. He didn't feel hollow or sad. Rather there was no disappointment or hint of recognition at all, and that scared him. To lose his eye hurt. To lose his mind was terrifying. Worst of all, he remembered some of the parts of the story, those that crossed with his path, but it was as if his memory had been extensively edited, like a portion of The Saint that Feyon had overhauled. The holes Mare had left had been filled in. 
"I don't remember any of that," he said cautiously, as if the words themselves might rear back and bite him. "Daveron was always alone. It was just him and me for years in the millinery, before we gathered Feyon and Alam." He lapsed into silence, thinking back on the night he'd arrived at the millinery after abandoning the Abbey. He'd been so alone then, weighted with the loss of Sister Henderson. He'd rejected Alam at the Swidlington canal and regretted it instantly. The millinery had been so cold. The pain of those first nights bit into him still, and that felt real. He couldn't imagine how it would have felt to have another person there. 
Yet Freemantle had described their training with the misericordes, and how Mare had helped him settle on writing circulars to seek out his mother. In his recollection none of that had happened. He'd found the spikes in the millinery, hung up as if left there by his mother ten years earlier. He'd come up with the idea to write his circulars alone. 
He'd been so alone, for so long. He'd yearned to go after Alam every day; had berated himself for sending him away. He could feel the guilt of all those lost years still. Who had he been trying to protect? 
Now Alam was gone. They were all gone. He felt tears welling in his one good eye, and rubbed it gently. "I'd hoped the notes might help," he said, trying to cover for the emotion. "But they don't."
Freemantle laid his hand on his shoulder. Sen looked at him; this strange man who was helping him, but for what? They didn't know each other. Maybe soon Sen wouldn't know him at all. He felt torn between a true understanding of who and where he was. Yes, he'd risen as the Saint, but he'd always been so alone, so what did it matter? He'd trusted nobody, and when he'd gone to ask Alam for his help, he'd seen that mistrust mirrored back to him. 
Only Feyon had loved and accepted him, and she too had been alone for so long. They were dying flames hugging to each other in the dark of the forest. Then Daveron. Daveron was just another cruelty he'd put out into the world; torturing him, forcing him to betray his own kind his own family, time after time, and for what?
For more loneliness? To fulfill the prophecy of his mother, who was lonely and lost herself? Guilt swelled in him powerfully. What was any of this for? 
"Don't tell me about them again," he said quietly. 
Freemantle frowned. His surprise was plain. "What?"
"The memories," Sen said, and barely prevented his voice from cracking. "It hurts too much. I can't focus."
"I don't-" Freemantle began, then pointed at the stack of books they'd written. "We wrote all of this."
Sen remembered that. Those days of recollecting seemed so simple now, so naïve. He waved dismissively. "It's fiction to me. It doesn't help. We have to focus on the task. Don't worry, I won't forsake that. It's all I have left."
Freemantle looked shorn, like a little lost lamb. Sen tried to stop himself from reveling in the other man's sadness, but there was a twisted pleasure there, no matter how he resisted it. He was hurting, and some part of him wanted other people to hurt, even if it was cruel. Freemantle had suffered enough; if anyone knew loneliness, it was him, but still. 
Yet Feyon wouldn't want him to be cruel. He thought of how she'd always tempered him. Her love had meant so much, coming out of death and acrimony. Forgiveness. Good things could still come. He forced himself to reach out and touch Freemantle on the shoulder. Such gestures had never come easily. 
"You'll remember for both of us. I can trust you to do that for me? Tell me what I need to do. But I don't want to feel like this if I don't have to."
Freemantle looked at him, clearly conflicted, eyes shining. "Of course, Sen. It's your life."
"Not my life," Sen answered, more coldly than he'd meant to. "His life. Some other Sen. Now, we need to focus on what I can do. I have to save Feyon."
Freemantle looked like he was about to cry, but he nodded and forced a purposeful tone. "Yes, of course. Save the world. You have to at least rest for a time, recover a little."
Sen regarded him through the lid of his one good eye. He was understanding things now that Freemantle couldn't, because Freemantle hadn't seen the Darkness like he had. He hadn't run before it, and jumped past it again and again. That secret knowledge told him that there would be no recovery from this. They'd all warned him, hadn't they? The Abbess, his mother, even Mare. It was going to get worse. He wasn't going to heal nicely at the end of this road. He was going to be nothing in both body and mind. What use was recovery? 
But he could still be kind. "I don't think we have time, Freemantle," he said gently. 
"Of course we have time," the man protested. "You traveled back in time to go there in the first place. You can just travel back again."
Sen shook his head. The answers were far from clear, but he was getting a better sense of the veil now, after traversing it so many times, after losing parts of himself to its invisible knife. "That's not what I mean. I mean this doorway, this window to the Corpse World may not last that much longer. As I passed through Grammaton Square I felt it dwindling, like it was being eroded out by my passage. Even here, I can feel it. If I wait too long or go through too many times, I know it's going to come for us."
Freemantle watched him. He was seeing a different man, Sen sensed. A man resigned. 
"It's taken my eye," he went on, as softly as he could. "It's taken two of my childhood friends, and even then the Abbess said Mare was not enough. She had to give me every memory she had, from the whole of her life. I looked in her eyes and saw a child, Freemantle." Despite himself he felt tears welling again. "She'd forgotten me, and the Abbey, and Henderson, and everything that she'd become. Then I used her. I used her love for her sister, and I ran her into the ground." He gulped. Saying these words now hurt. "How long until I'm just like her? A child getting used by the veil? I have to finish this quickly, before it gets that far." 
Freemantle nodded. His grief was thickening, but his resolve was firming up as well. He'd seen wonders and terrors, Sen knew. He was not weak. 
"How many more times can you walk the veil?" he asked.
Sen held up his left hand. The right shivered against the blankets beside him, beyond his control. He made a fist, then lifted one finger from it. 
"Daveron." He lifted another finger. "Alam. Avia. Feyon."
Four fingers stood up before them. 
"Four times," said Freemantle flatly.
"Each more powerful than the last. Maybe there are others, for small steps. The Abbess, Sister Henderson. But those four are where the power is."
The two of them stared at the fingers as though there may be an answer within them. Sen wondered what kind of person he'd be at the end, with even his mother forgotten. He thought back to the look on Leander's face, the Abbess, when she'd forgotten everything. She'd been happy, perhaps, but so empty. At least she'd remembered her sister, at the end. 
But without Avia's quest, without her scars and her cruelty, who would he be? Avia's quest had defined every part of his life. Without it he was nothing, just another helpless refugee from the Rot, left to die in the ash with no purpose or faith, crushed beneath the system of a brutal world. 
That thought made him angry. That was a sense of justice, and perhaps it had always been part of him. He hoped so. He had to be more than just the life his mother had made for him. It felt important that he be good.
He looked at Freemantle. "I may lose more of my body, too. I don't know how much there'll be left of it by the end."
Freemantle looked him up and down. He didn't say anything. The stains of blood were there for both of them to see. 
"Four times," Sen said again, his voice firmer now, "and build an army that doesn't exist."
* * *
They began with detail. Sen described again the legion in the sky and on the land he'd seen advancing upon Aradabar, that bestiary of winged, finned, and mechanical things; their weaponry, the raiments, their multitude of colors, forms, flags, pennants, and Freemantle wrote it all down. 
Together they tried to match where all the individual battalions, trompes, units, schools, flights, and brigades were from. Some of them Freemantle thought he recognized from his three hundred years overseeing the world, in stories he'd overheard in the nomad huts of the Garabaldi Steppe, at sea with the tawny crew of the Albatross, in the crepuscular depths of the Cave-worts of the Spell promontory. Some he recognized from pictures he'd seen in great crumbledown tombs in the badlands of Arrythia, in ghost towns of the underwater Decaprix empire, in the lost flotillas of Curl. 
In all he recognized some one-hundredth of Saint Ignifer's army. He knew the Fibrous people of the Naryngal Spine mountains, who lived on cliff-tops and drank the beetle rains when they fell, though he'd never known them to go to war, never seen their odd ball and string weapons. He knew the landsharks of the Absalom Dusts but had no idea how they could be reined, netted and armored, with their teeth augmented by iron grilles, with saddles thrown over their backs so strange Moleman-like creatures without any hair could ride them. He couldn't explain the flight of the Ptarmigans or Mesoplodonts, of the thousands of foot-soldiers decked out in armor of Dust-plate and lacquered bark, marching along a vast invisible bridge. He had seen some of the humming machines or things similar to them in the ruins of the Mjolnir civilization; metal skeletons fossilized in millennia of accreted dust, their wooden screws and propellers long since decayed away, leaving spaces where exhumation parties could pour in ghast plaster to form statues of the parts left behind. He'd seen the Gull-drawn zeppelins above the city of Ignifer, and many of the mogrified body-combinations to come slavering out of the Manticore. 
But he couldn't name any of them specifically. At best he could guess within a thousand fathoms of their origin, within a thousand years of their era. Every one of the creatures Sen had described was different in some way from the accounts he'd read or heard, familiar at points but outlandish at others, composed of warriors from armies he'd never known to have existed. 
Sen looked over the list they'd created, taking in the few scant notes Freemantle had been able to add beside the few that he recognized. 
"How can I find an army that doesn't exist?" he asked. 
Freemantle lifted his eyes from the list to meet Sen's. "I don't know."
They sat in silence for a time, reflecting. For Sen the puzzle was perplexing. He'd grown up dreaming of Saint Ignifer and his army over Aradabar; but that army had never existed, because Saint Ignifer had never existed. Mare had said as much herself. The army was just another of Avia's visions he was meant to make real. Perhaps if he could study the book she'd handed him, Avia's Revels, but it hadn't passed through the veil with him. 
"I could go in the veil," he said abruptly. "Maybe the Abbess' book will be there. There may be answers."
"Or there may not be," said Freemantle. "If you go for only that but find nothing, will you use up one of your memories?"
Sen didn't know. "Maybe." He chewed on his quill. "But we can't answer these questions here, only by thinking. We need an expert, someone who could recognize these peoples."
Freemantle mused on that for a moment. "We need an historian."
"An historian," said Sen repeated, then remembered what Freemantle had said earlier. "Like Gorshalty. Someone who knows our world deeply. Can you think of anyone like that?" 
Freemantle leaned back in his chair, his eyes narrowing with the possibility. "Probably not Gorshalty, he was a student of natural philosophy, not war. But there should be many. Let me think." He scratched his lantern jaw. "We'd have to go back much further. In the more recent years of Aberainythy and the kings before him, the work of most historians was crushed, around the same time the Unforgiven were rooted out. The Molemen interpolated all scripts leaked through underground presses and hung offenders from the Spike line. Before even that, some two hundred years ago, well, that was the burning of the Stathrich library in the Fallowlands, where the Groan debtor's prison now stands. Stood."
Sen leaned in. "And before that?"
Freemantle made a pained face. "That's before my time as an observer. I know there were a plethora of historians writing in the Cladera period, though again many of their writings were consigned to burn when the new order of Kings ascended to the throne around four hundred years ago. Some of their works might still exist though. I know of numerous secret tunnels dug into the Gutrock, family vaults where the wealthy and powerful squirreled away their riches, where valuable tomes might still remain."
Sen nodded, thinking of long whitewashing days in the millinery. "Books could be useful. Sharachus made a habit of stealing documents."
"We could try that, yes, but this won't be like stealing a map, Sen. These texts will be written in a dozen different tongues, from Fell Mantic and Hath Mantic all the way back to the Aradabar diaspora tongues, the Roganauts, Callifresian, Senticore, and on. You wouldn't be able to read them, and even if you could, you still wouldn't understand them after all the cultural drift. Reference points change; we're talking about different worlds."
Sen thought about that for a moment. "So who then?" 
"I've got another idea," said Freemantle. "Though it's not a good one."
"Go on."
"Well, early in my era, just under three hundred years ago, I watched a Big-Eye named Kankakee for a time. Pryce the Third was in the Roy and they were really starting to ramp up the use of the King's Spike, placing them on HellWest for the first time instead of in Grammaton Square. I don't really know how I got interested in him, he was a bottom-rank scrivener in the Numpting House of Rey de Gorgone. Perhaps I'd seen some of his writings published under a pseudonym in one of the tolerated periodicals. Anyway, he owned an oscolope and an orrery and made observations on the state of the heavens. I dropped in on him from time to time just to see what he was working on. He had numerous bizarre theories, and amongst them was an interest in the 'thinness' of our world."
Sen perked up. "What kind of theories?"
"I can't really remember, but strange things, like, he posited that the actual size of the city of Ignifer could not wholly fit within the confines of its own walls. He suggested there were pockets, even whole neighborhoods, made up of some kind of shadow substance that could stretch and elongate and shrink as the city required it. He called it 'Scry', but maybe he was looking into the Darkness itself."
Sen frowned. "Interesting, but it doesn't sound very useful."
"No, but he actually managed to prove it theoretically, though he could find no way to prove it experimentally. He was also interested in the fabled Eye of Heaven, the great white bulge of light that sails the oceans but none have ever seen at port, none have ever been known to board."
"And ancient peoples? Armies?"
"Exactly. But, perhaps?" Freemantle's enthusiasm faded somewhat. "I may be misremembering."
Sen mulled it over. It didn't seem a clear or certain answer, and that was a lot to gamble one of his four remaining memories on. "I'd worry he's too modern. If you have seen the whole of the world, dating back even before this Kankakee, and the figures I described are not even remotely familiar to you, then how could he possibly know?"
Freemantle gave a sigh. "Only if he had access to the texts, but you're right, they were all destroyed. So we'll have to go further back, and hope you can find a way around the language problem. Sellathon X, he was a Fresian, a landmass almost antipodal to Ignifer's city, a few thousand years ago. Histaron's another, he's from the Mantic reformation in Great Yaw, the archipelago flooded when the volcano last erupted. And others, lots of them."
Sen thought about that. It seemed an outsized gamble to use up one of his trips through the veil only to find a historian who shared none of the same reference points, who didn't speak the same language, who couldn't possibly understand the urgency of what he was trying to achieve. There had to be another way, conserving more of his memories.
Then an idea came to him. At first it was just a glimmer, but as he pushed forward it gathered pace. "You said you know the location of secret books of history?"
"Yes," said Freemantle, curious now. 
"I know where the mother lode is. If we take that, and-" he paused, running back through his memory and latching onto one specific instance, glimpsed in the shared life of one of the friends he still remembered. "We find somebody new, a blank slate, and we start from the beginning with them. Someone who can dedicate their whole life to this one task, and know the languages, the warriors, the armies, the battlefields, who can understand the importance of the coming war. Also someone who won't be missed if we take them, who won't affect the world with their absence."
"Like who?"
A fire lit in Sen's chest. It had been done to him; the loneliness, the cruelty, the great weight of responsibility, and look what he'd achieved. Results were what mattered. Now he would do it to another. 
"Like a child."
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The veil opened and closed like a flickering iris, depositing Sen on a riverbank at night. Soft loam sucked and settled beneath his feet, while white after-images of the veil flashed before his eyes. He blinked them away and looked up at the sky to see stars. There was no sign of the Rot or the Darkness here. There was no ash in the air and no eruption on the horizon, no muffled cries of the Balast Hax ringing out across the water. There was only the long, slow flow of the Levi River rolling by. 
He'd passed beyond the end of the world. 
For long moments he stood there, ignoring the screams coming from behind him, watching the water flow by and breathing in the familiar stench of rotting kelp, Afric soot and Sheckledown brine. It was good to be home. He didn't try to slow the tears that followed. Rather he watched a coracle bobbing along on a clinking chain across the river's great gray expanse, barely lit by its meager revelatory light, hunting fish at night. 
Home.
He reached out and felt the familiar buzzing tide of the city's minds; countless castes living out their lives. Here at the edge of Afric their thoughts were filled with various worries and hurts, angers and addictions, interspersed with hopes and dreams of something better. The Saint was barely there within them, only a mote of old lullabies and childhood myth. The Darkness was barely perceptible, though it undergirded everything with its thinning touch. 
When the tears stopped, he felt ready. The screams from behind confirmed he'd arrived at the right place and time, four years before the end. At this moment another Sen had barely begun hand-printing The Saint. Somewhere out there across the river he was working in the Slumswelters, completely alone. Alam would still be at the Abbey, Feyon was a suicidal prisoner in her room, and the others? 
He didn't remember the others. Gellick and Mare. The thought crossed his mind that he could go see them now. Maybe he could warn them, but what would he say? What could they do in this time other than fight with their Sen against the Rot? None of them even knew the Darkness was the real enemy. 
No. 
He turned and looked at the dark riverside shantytown behind him; a tumbledown ribbon of reedgrass wattle and tarpaper hovels that ran the waste-strewn flood plain of the Levi river. There were few lights amongst it at this hour; revelatory gas was too expensive for the lowest castes who lived here, the Bellyheads and Caracts, the Wimples and Dogsbodies, who worked at the meatpacking jaws of the Dirondack cannery, who spent their days cracking Gutrock in the wastes or stamping out leather in the Manticore pools of urine and guano. 
No revelatory tubing even ran here. There were no street lamps for the AllsWellMen to light, no sewers but the camber of the loam bank down to the Levi, no beautiful green grounds like he'd had at the Abbey. It was worse in some ways than Indura, because at least in Indura there was a sense of community. The people in these shacks didn't even have that; gathered here only for the dock and factory work, renting shacks that ate up most of their pay, leaving the dregs to be consumed by ale, cheap damask and the scarab. 
He could smell the hint of scarab smoke on the air; pungent and sweet, not unlike the ceremonial incense Topaz that the Sisters had used on fated occasions to celebrate the Heart. He tried to imagine what living here, what growing up in this transient, hopeless, scarab-addicted place would be like, and failed. 
Perhaps that thought helped steel him to what he had to do. The fate he had in mind for the child was better in so many ways than this. 
He strode up the bank, toward the thuds and the screams. They were dimming now, the work mostly done. Nobody in the neighboring shacks came out in surprise, nor was there any sense of alarm. Such violence was certainly a part of their daily life. 
Sen wended his way through narrow alleys of rusted tin and driftwood, between many bodies dreaming behind skin-thin walls; of the few hours of pleasure their long week of hard graft would procure.
Soon he stood before the Appomatox's shack. It was just as he remembered it, glimpsed in Daveron's earliest memories of usury butchery. Then it had been only a detail; a way to corrupt Daveron's hollow experience of pain, as he'd beaten himself in the millinery with one hand on the little Moleman's brow. He'd injected his own agony into this very moment; the first trip Daveron had taken with his father to a gut-busting, and that in turn had made Daveron into a different kind of man, the kind of man willing to betray his own race for a higher calling.
Sen pushed aside the guilt and peered through the open doorway, canted sideways like everything in that decrepit place, and glimpsed a light within and the motion of violence, and in a darkened corner, the child.
It had been an instant only in Daveron's memory. Seen on the way in, hidden in a cage and forgotten in the rush of the gut-busting. But Sen had remembered. That tiny child in its cage had hung in his mind for years, until this moment came around. 
His fists tightened around the misericordes in their thigh holsters; returned as if he'd ever lost them on the mountaintop. Power burned through his scars, urging him to act. He could stop the cruelty now, if he wanted to. He could save the Appomatox and leave him with his child, could even set them up with money for the rest of their short lives, but that wasn't why he had come. He needed the father dead. He needed the child broken, and there was no time to grieve for that. There was only necessity.
He turned away into the white. The veil flashed briefly, extracting only the smallest part of his power, and then he was in the Gloam Hallows. There was scarcely any dizziness, only the slightest afterimage of a figure calling out to him, perhaps one of the Sisters, judging by her dark cassock, but he couldn't be sure. He was going to lose them all, in the end, and they all looked alike when they were at prayer. 
There were things he had to prepare. 
The mists of the Gloam Hallows rolled around him, revealing in waves the bright rainbow glow of the stained glass window. It was no longer shattered in this time and place, twenty years before the end. In his hands he held a book; the leather tome from the Abbess' office. 
AVIA'S REVELS
He smiled. The veil had provided what he needed. He started up the broken cloisters to the cathedral's hollow body, where he would find the Butterfly Abbess and her brethren; the same ones he'd seen in the Abbess' memory, the Scarab-shell and the Cowface, Sisters who followed the whimsical, mysterious wiles of the Heart. With the glow in his scars it wouldn't take much to convince them of his cause. 
It was his first preparation of many. 
* * *
Craley Shark was three years old when the Molemen came to kill her father. Her father was a scarab-addicted Appomatox, once an ostler at the court of King Aberainythy, now a provener living beneath the tide-line in the deep warrens of the Afric Levi banks. The dirt floor of their basement shack was silted with scarab guts, and scarab shells hung cawked and disemboweled on long lines of dog-gut string.
Craley lived in a cage-cot in the corner, and grew up listening to the scarabs scream. In the earliest days when her father first fell from his position in the Roy, she'd cried and cried. Her father had made the cot into a cage and found her a muzzle to match, so she'd learned not to cry. That was long ago, so distant that she couldn't remember a time she didn't hear the screams of the tiny scarabs every day. 
The fermenting process meant they had to be slit and cooked alive. She watched her father at the work endlessly; slitting open the live scarabs, searing their guts with hot iron, mulching their innards in his chest-mouth, then spitting the mix back into their clicking shells and hanging them out to ferment.
After the work was done her father would shiver, groan, and collapse on the filthy bedding in the corner. All day long Craley would watch the scarab shells drip their contents to the floor. She played games in her mind watching them. Rats came and went, and at times Craley could catch them; beating them over the head to make them sleepy so she could hold their hot little mangy bodies close to her chest until it was time to eat. 
At times her father hoisted her from her cage and whispered hot apologies into her hair. Other times he ignored her for days and nights at a time. Sometimes he gave her food; loaf rinds or gristly joints or crumbs of piecrust. 
Craley knew nothing about the world. She'd never been out of the basement, and could not speak. She heard the sounds her father made, but any time she tried to repeat them he just laughed. 
She learned not to use her face-mouth for anything other than breathing. She learnt to shift her tiny body from time to time so the cold stones underfoot and metal grille above would not dent into her skin and cause pain. She learnt to keep her own shallow stoop of stone as clean as possible, though the only tools she had to do this were her own hands and feet. 
One night the men came. It was night and she was drifting in and out of sleep, hungry and bleary-eyed. She didn't know what they were, simply more things like her father rustling in at the door, coming down the steps. In the darkness they padded silently through the scarab drippings, speaking in mellifluous tones that Craley did not understand. 
One of them produced a spark of light, which was magnified inside a glass box which hissed and spat snickers of tiny flame. The men were furred, with long snouts, and they prodded her father awake with their long, flat clubs.
His father screamed when he saw them and struggled to rise, but the smaller of the two Molemen held him down with his own filthy blanket. The older Moleman hefted his club over his head and brought it down on her father's stomach.
There was a thud, and her father screamed. Craley began to cry though she didn't really understand what was happening. The man with the club hit her father again, and again, until he ceased any kind of resistance, any kind of screaming, and there was only the thud of the flat club on his body.
Craley wanted to scream but she knew she ought not to make any sound. Instead she sat and watched as they finished their work, and nailed a single piece of paper into her father's chest. 
When the men left her father lay still, wheezing and blubbering in ways Craley had never heard before. 
The morning came, and light shifted through the chinks and holes of the rickety shack, illuminating the gory sight of her father, bubbling with every strained breath. He looked like a scarab that had been slit, composted, refilled.
She watched her father die. It took all that night and most of the next for him to finally stop breathing. 
After that there was nothing. She sat there and in her simple way wondered what she would eat. There were no words as she had no language, but she knew the pattern by which she survived; the provening work, the payment as people came to their shack entrance for their scarabs, the scraps tossed to Craley to eat. 
She waited for her father to rise. She didn't know what death was, though it terrified her. She waited, but still her father did not move.
At the end of the second day a new man came. He was not like the snouted men or her father or any of the scarab addicts; he had dark hair tied neatly back, and gray eyes, and white lines on his face and arms that glowed with a kind of blue light. 
He moved directly to the cage Craley was trapped in and lifted off the cage lid, hoisting her out and into a warm blanket he had brought. He put a beaker of clean clear milk to Craley's lips and set a chunk of cheese and a piece of bread beside her. 
The man spoke but Craley did not understand, yet in his touch there was a kind of message. Craley glimpsed tantalizing sensations she'd never felt before; warmth, comfort, belonging, friendship. They came with images and sounds she didn't understand, grown directly in her mind like dreams, but they didn't frighten her. Rather they seemed to promise a different way of living, and something in them told Craley her world was about to change for the better, so she didn't cry or resist. She just stared up at this strange figure, wondering. 
The man strode out of the shack, and for the first time Craley saw the sun. It hurt her eyes, so she focused on eating the cheese in little mouthfuls; richer than anything she'd eaten before. 
The man carried her away, speaking softly all the while, though none of it was intelligible to Craley. At times she turned from the glowing lines of the man's skin to the distance, where her enfeebled eyes picked out shapes, colors, and other bodies moving. She had no words for any of them, no names or understanding, but she saw them and cataloged them and wondered what they were. 
Long travels followed in a kind of shack that moved without moving. The skies shifted and light streamed in, she felt the rails clattering by underneath, and she grew scared, but the man spoke to her through touch.
Safe, he said. Craley saw more pictures in her head; a train carriage running through a city, heading for a cathedral. Craley knew none of the words, train or city or cathedral, had never experienced the concepts before, but the man made them simple. 
Then there was mist. It was cold and clammy, similar to the waves that had once blown sleet and scree into her father's shack off the Levi River. She wrapped her tiny malformed body tightly in the warm blanket and snuggled in to the man's chest. There was no toothy mouth in his chest, not an Appomatox, and Craley found that she liked that. No chest mouth meant that this man could not provener the scarab, like her father. 
Then there was whiteness. A white space came and went, like a different kind of train carriage, then there were people; a jumble of different voices, all of them chattering and bickering. Another pair of hands took her, and a wealth of glorious colors surrounded her. Hands wiped her clean, and wrapped her snug, and caressed her for the first time in her life. 
Safe, said the man's final touch. 
She felt happy, and a strange kind of warmth flooded through her. She didn't see the man again for six years.
* * *
When she was nine the man returned to take her away. By then the women of the Gloam Hallows cathedral; the Butterfly Abbess, Scarab-shelled Gimbleray her nurse, Pecky Sue the Cowface, had raised her to be almost a physically normal Appomatox girl. 
But she wasn't normal. She still dreamt of the days as her father died, watching from her cage. These dreams didn't scare her, if anything she sympathized with the Molemen. Her father was a bad man, she knew that. In dreams she often imagined herself standing with the Molemen holding one of the bats, but those dreams were smooth and fuzzy now, like pebbles well-polished by the mist's tides. The images had glossed over and become generic, replaced by the army.
That was the vision that occupied her mind night and day; Saint Ignifer's army galloping through the sky, an army of all castes rising against oppression and poverty and squalor. She had a book filled with sketches of it, descriptions of it, and guesses at what it might be. She had another book of stories that might one day come true, but were almost impossible to understand. She had lots of books, and the Sisters taught her to read them, and how to seek hidden wisdom in their pages. They taught her that her purpose in life was to find the army, though she didn't understand how or why.
She spent her days in the shell of their Esqury crypt underground, reading or being lectured to. She felt comfortable in that dark, dripping space amongst the ancient dead; similar to the shack she'd been born into. There was only what light shed from the odorous whale-fat candles, illuminating the hundreds of leather-bound tomes slowly rotting in the mist.
She rarely ventured up from the crypt. She spoke infrequently with the Butterfly Abbess, because she was mad and had little to offer. Always she returned to her crypt, where she buried herself in words and books, because they were the real succor. The man who had brought her had laid out a challenging curriculum, beginning with the Book of Airs and Graces and Avia's Revels and moving on to more esoteric volumes on language and history, books that claimed to pre-date King Seem and the Fates of Aradabar, that gave detailed accounts of the Silver-Rays and the Arrythian Wars, the Drazi Inception, the drowning of the Mjolnirs.
Craley read them all, or had the harder ones read to her. Their thick meanings became her explorations, a world of wonders she could delve deeply into. There were bound copies of other stories too, compiled from a newspaper circular called The Saint that retold all the old stories in new and innovative ways, with all the same heroes reimagined. 
Over the six years she read them all. She could read in four languages by then, two of them long-since dead, so her mind became keen to the past. She knew all the accounts of Seem and Avia, all the truths in the many books of Wry and Tullathon Quay, and still she could not find the army. 
One day the man returned. Craley was sitting at her Esqury desk going over old papers, as was one of her great pleasures. She stood when she saw him, standing in the dank cave before her, glowing a faint blue as the Saint's fire ran through his strange scars. 
"Sen," Craley said. The man smiled and advanced. 
"Hello, Craley," he said. His voice seemed warm and familiar, yet he was young; younger than the shadowy figure she remembered from the myth of her infanthood. Back then he had been a towering presence, a giant, but now he was a young man only, barely eighteen years old. 
To Craley he seemed like a child. The Sisters of the cathedral were all wizened and ancient. She spent her days and nights with the dead, and counted herself more amongst them than with the living. Still, Sen had a presence that outshone his meager years. There was something large and overwhelming about him.
He wore a strange shallow smile. Craley would spend years picking that smile apart, wondering what it meant, though for now she just observed, as she did in everything. 
"The Sisters tell me you've run out of books," Sen said.
Craley nodded. She rarely spoke. 
"I'll take you to more." 
Sen took her by the hand, and Craley let herself be led. They walked from the cathedral and through the mist together, barely speaking. There were no farewells to the Butterfly Abbess or the other Sisters, but Craley did not mind. She'd always known they were a temporary place for her only, and that Sen would come back for her one day.
It was her first time to walk freely through the Hallows, and she reveled in the streets and squares of that ruined place, remembering the ancient heroes and leaders they were named after. 
"Where are we going?" she asked, as they passed down a narrow cobbled street with the name Hickory Passing carved into tarnished Hasp stone at the corner. Hickory had been a district of an ancient, pre-Aradabar village, accidentally destroyed when the tide of the Absalom Dusts was disturbed by the death of the Mjolnir armies.
"A new place Craley," was all that Sen would say. 
"Am I still hunting the army?" she asked, eager to contribute, happy to have this shining young man's eyes on her. "Can I still help you defeat the Darkness?"
Sen said nothing, but ruffled her hair. This made Craley proud. 
They walked from the Hallows and out onto the crunching Fallowlands. Emerging from the mists felt like opening a new book on a new world full of wonders. The Fallows stretched into the distance, rife with humps and troughs. Of course Craley knew that these were the salt-encrusted bodies of the dead, left by old King Berick after the first cleansing of castes, four hundred years ago. She knew all about Berick and his laws on caste, because the Sisters said those laws came directly from the Rot. 
"We board here," Sen said, pointing to the struts of Carmarthy station. 
They climbed up the worn wooden structure and stood on the scrappy platform. Everything there was new to Craley; the rails, the spread of the salty Fallowlands, but there was something she'd been waiting years to ask, and now she couldn't hold herself back. 
"Am I the only one searching for your army, Sen? Are there others like me, reading through your books?"
Sen only looked away. 
They rode the train up to the Gutrock obtrusion in silence. At Andesite station Sen took Craley's hand again and led her from the carriage, joining a line of men of many castes. Their varying shapes and sizes delighted Craley, and it took all her effort to not squeal with happiness. She cataloged them as the line shuffled forward; where their caste had originated, what their neck-ruffles or their back plating said about their culture, what ancient feuds would erupt between them if only they knew their own history. Imagining those battles amused her no end, and only Sen's regular touch on her shoulder kept her from bursting out laughing. 
Hours later they entered a swinging gondola for the wastes, and she told herself stories about King Seem and the Rot and the streets of Aradabar that lay underneath as they passed. She woke from a nap on the open Gutrock. Sen stood before her wearing a white ghasting suit with the balaclava down, shielding his face.   
"Wear this," he said, and held another ghasting suit to Craley. She put it on and together they passed through the pitboss' turnstile and walked out into the wastes. Oftentimes Sen had to carry her, as her legs were so weak after years of sitting in her crypt. The first night they camped in a gulley. Sen made a fire and roasted meat from a silver can. It was much tastier than the root soups she'd lived on with the Sisters. 
"This is my training," Craley said, lying back on a roll mat, careful not to touch the craggy, hungry Gutrock. "I understand that. We can talk about it."
Sen gave that shallow smile again. "You're an intelligent girl, Craley. I know we can talk. But it isn't easy, the things we have to do."
"So try. I'm here. I know all about your life, anyway, but you haven't even asked me about mine."
Now the smile shifted, becoming a chuckle that made Craley proud. She'd broken through. "Of course, you've read our copies of The Saint, haven't you? They won't even be written for another," Sen thought, "fourteen years. But tell me. Talk to me about life in the Gloam Hallows."
Craley did. There wasn't much to it, but she spun it out. She had no friends like Sen had had, but there were the Sisters and they were all funny in their own ways, even the ones who'd tried to beat her at first. One was Derindra, a raven-feathered Bract with mange who couldn't fly. She'd complained about how Craley was being spoiled, to have so many books to read and no other chores to do. 
Craley had outwitted her once by hiding inside a pile of books, while old Derindra was prowling the Esqury library stacks looking to beat her with a wooden spoon. When she leapt out right in front of the old Bract, screaming at the top of her lungs, she'd gone white and fainted flat away to the floor. 
It had been hilarious, one of the highlights of her quiet life. Sen laughed too. 
She talked about the two other Sisters and their habits at prayer. She talked about the ones who had come and then died, and how there were only a few left now.  
"The Abbess told me many others used to come and join them, but not anymore," Craley said. "She's mad, of course. She's always telling me to read things she's written, but she never wrote them anywhere."
Sen chuckled. "She did the same with me."
Craley warmed to that. They were quite similar, really. It was the happiest she'd ever been, lying there with Sen and just talking. She didn't remember falling asleep.
The next day they walked. They didn't talk much again, and Sen's face became set. He didn't answer when Craley spoke to him. Sen led them on a winding path, over crevasses and past cave-ins of past exhumations, under natural bridges in the rock. At one point Craley thought she saw a behemoth set of cast copper hands emerging greenly from the rock, clutching great curved swords in their fists. Soon they dropped over a rise, a fold in the rumpled rock-blanket, and were forever hidden from view.
They walked until twilight fell, the last rays of sun peaking over the apex of the snow-capped mountain in the distance, looming overhead. They walked until Craley felt dizzy and her feet bled in her boots, until on the evening of the third day they arrived.
Before them stood a trapezoidal building of rich dark wood that admitted no light, afforded no view inside, and had no door. 
At once Craley began to walk around the black structure. She ran her fingers along it, the wood planed smooth under her fingers. She placed her eye to the cracks but they were too tightly jambed to see inside. She continued her circuit but saw no sign of any kind of entrance. At last she stepped back and scrambled up a jut of rock to survey the building from above. 
It was twice as tall as Sen, spread in a squat rectangle with the walls tilting inward to support a flat black wooden roof, from which no stovepipe or ladderway emerged. Against the bleached white stone of the boundless Gutrock it stood in stark opposition, black and smooth and perfectly enclosed. 
Craley felt her excitement build. She recognized it.
"It's Seem's tabernacle!" she called down to the Sen, excitement rushing through her as she recalled the details from the Book of Airs and Graces, the hand-lengths and the degrees of apposition, the sheen and dark hue. "You made it out of wood."
"That's right," replied Sen. "I made it for you."
Craley halted her excited descent as a fresh curiosity welled up. "But there's no door."
"No door you can see." 
"So is it a cell? You seal me in after I enter?"
Sen shook his head. When he spoke there was a catch of emotion in his voice. "It's only a cell if you want it to be." 
"What does that mean?"
"I mean you're free to stay or go. It's your choice."
Craley looked around at the Gutrock spreading in every direction. It was a false choice. "I couldn't leave on my own now. There's no way."
"You could if you really wanted to."
Craley laughed. This was the story Sen had to tell himself, to make it all right. She understood more of the role she had to play than Sen perhaps expected, and it didn't upset her. If there were books and important work for her to do, how could she complain? It was better than dying in a cage by the Levi side. 
"There's something underneath it, isn't there?" she asked, feeling the excitement build. She'd lost track of their position in the long days of travel over the rock, but she knew that this was Aradabar, a trove of outlandish treasures. "Something hidden in the Gutrock."
Sen smiled. "I think you're going to like it."
 



 
 
CELL IV
 
 
They entered together, pressing the hidden knot in the wood that released a catch inside, and Sen led them in. The tabernacle was a cozy space, with a neat bed in the corner, a broad desk against the wall with stocks of papers, quills and inkstones, while in the center lay stacks of ancient brown books. 
Craley gasped at the sight of them, and rushed over to touch the tracery on their worn gilt edges, letting her fingers dance over their titles, written in languages she'd never seen, with symbols and words she could not even begin to describe. 
Tears welled down her cheeks silently. She turned to Sen, then back to the pile of books. She began to speak but her mouth clogged with thick emotion, causing her chest-lips to take over.
"This is mine?" they asked roughly.
Sen gave a light laugh. "This and a whole lot more." 
He tugged on a black metal ring set in the floor and a wooden trapdoor opened, revealing a ladder leading down into the rock. Sen lifted a revelatory lantern from the wall and tuned the gas then twisted the striker, spreading yellow light spread around the shack interior. 
"Shall we?" he asked, pointing down at the ladder.
Craley nodded excitedly. 
Sen led them straight down on a wooden ladder, in a chute that was rough-hewn and braced on all sides with brass stocks. 
"Did you dig this?" she called down to Sen. 
"I had it dug," came the reply.
"For me?"
"For you."
Craley counted their descent; a fathom, two, three, until they hit a rock floor four fathoms down. Here Sen showed her a set of ropes running back along the wall, with a person-sized bucket knotted in. 
"The King had something like this in his tower," Sen explained. "You construct the pulley A-frame at the top, then load books into this bucket. At the top you wind it, and they'll be up there for you to study in no time." 
"It's like a well," said Craley, barely able to contain her excitement, "but for books not water."
"That's right."
They moved on, down lilting passageways of cored rock in different brilliant shades. 
"All this rock really came from the volcano?" asked Craley.
Sen nodded. "And the churn of the earth, when the Rot came."
Craley knew all about the Rot. She'd read about it in Wreaks' Almanac, in Avia's Revels, Scarfell's Gazette and the Book of Airs and Graces. It was the end of the world, after which the Darkness followed. Seeing its handiwork here made her quest to find the army seem tantalizingly real. 
She said nothing more, only followed closely behind the bobbing lantern. Soon they began to rise, and came to a door of bright red metal dug into the rock. Sen clasped the door's great metal ring-turn, then looked at Craley.
"Avia fitted this red metal at every door and window years before the Rot came. I suppose she knew we'd be coming." Again that smile. "The seals were strong enough to stop the lava, so all the contents were preserved."
He twisted the clasp, and ancient bolts disengaged. Craley marveled that it still functioned. The door creaked open and they entered.
The revelatory light illuminated a vast white portico hall, stretching up and out into voluminous darkness. Paintings lined the walls, marble mosaics covered the floor, and the air was rich with the smell of old vellum, undisturbed for millennia. Craley's head spun with it. 
She knew where they were.
Thick dust stirred as they moved forward, rising in little billowing clouds and settling in the grooved craters their boots had left. Craley looked to either side, where fallen statues lay broken in recessed alcoves, their heads and arms dislocated by the eruption, lain to rest where they landed nearly three thousand years ago. 
"It's amazing," she breathed.
"This way," Sen said.  
The portico hall narrowed gradually as they advanced, as though they were approaching two great rounded structures side by side, becoming a corridor at the end of which was a set of tall double doors. Sen leaned his weight against them and they inched open wide enough to slip through. 
On the other side lay the great lost library of Aradabar. 
Both of Craley's jaws dropped. Shelves stretched out in radial arcs in every direction, and beyond those shelves were further shelves splitting the angles and bifurcating, spreading out into darkness and filling the twin domes of the figure-eight-shaped library with books.
There were thousands of books there, surely, or hundreds of thousands. The nearest had all been stacked neatly back on upright shelves, but in the distance she saw that books littered the floor, and heavy wooden shelves leaned against each other haphazardly, in some cases split and shedding their load of volumes everywhere. In places books were piled like snowdrift as high as Craley's waist, their pages bent backward and crumpled, their words gazing blindly into the dark, with white faces and limp spines. 
Further still, in the deeper piles at the limit of the revelatory's glow, she glimpsed things older than books; capsuled scrolls, vellum pads lined with leather, papyrus tapestries and hessian inked weaves, flat-pressed leaves, conical papyrus rolls, swathes of bolted cotton dyed with symbols she'd never seen before, incised statues, inscribed friezes shattered into pieces, stonework and plaster and paper and all possible forms of recorded information. 
Joy spread through Craley like never before. She'd found her home. 
* * *
They circled the library together for hours, and Craley planned out her research journey. Every bit of knowledge looked delectable. Sen outlined the library's organizing structure; everything in the left dome focused on the Heart, everything on the right on the Rot. More central was ancient, at the rims was recent, and partitions were laid by continent and ocean. 
There were numerous extra halls connected as well, through countless doors leading off. In one lay hundreds if not thousands of bundles of the finest Spider silk, in another there were hundreds of stuffed animals, in yet one more lay great stacks of stamped and cut metal shapes.
"What are these for?" Craley asked, but Sen only shrugged. 
"Heart knows," he said. 
Back above ground he showed her the storage bins in the floor of the tabernacle, stocked with enough canned and dried food for years. He demonstrated the funnel and hose contraption built into the roof for collecting rainwater, running down to large barrels at the wall. There were all the medicines she might need stored in a white wooden crate. There were plentiful canisters of revelatory gas, a stove for cooking and warmth, with many spare taps, hoses and filaments in case the original broke. 
Craley pointed at the books in the middle. "These are not from the library," she said. "They're not three thousand years old." 
"They're from a dozen libraries," Sen answered. "As well as book mines and vaults hidden throughout the Gutrock. I paid thieves to steal as much as they could. Right here is everything the city knows about the past."
Craley considered that. The effort Sen had gone to was enormous, building the tabernacle and digging down to the library. How many teams of ghasts had he hired to exhume it? How many supply trains of Afric laborers had he brought out here ferrying wood, food, gas, equipment? How many years had it taken?
She looked at Sen now. She'd never thought too much about these things before. The Gloam Hallows was a simple place, only a short train ride away from the Levi banks, but this? It was a life's work.
"What if I can't find the armies you're looking for?" she asked. "I haven't found them yet."
Sen didn't respond for a time. As he thought it over, Craley watched his face. She didn't know many faces yet, and could only draw on the expressions of the Hallows Sisters for comparison, but Sen's seemed sad. 
"If I'd left you in your father's den, you would have died," he said after a time. "You understand that, don't you?"
Craley nodded. 
"And if I'd not brought you with me, you would have died when you turned eight anyway. The whole world dies, Craley."
"Because of the Darkness. I know that, Sen. I know you want to save your friends, and Feyon, and the Sisters of your Abbey. What I want to know is, what if I fail?"
Sen's eyes took on a faraway look. "Fail? "
They stood quietly for a little while longer. Craley fingered the nearby books, stroking the shiny patina of centuries. She didn't really think failure was likely. She was certain that one day she'd find all Sen's heroes of legend, and then she'd fly with them for real as the army went to fight the Rot. Still, she wanted to know how he'd react.
"I was about your age when my mother died," Sen said, side-stepping the question. "She died and fourteen years later the world ended. It puts things in perspective."
Craley frowned. "The world hasn't ended yet." 
"For me it has."
"But you're here. You're talking to me."
"It's more complicated than that, Craley."
Of course she knew that. She knew all about Gorshalty's theory of time as an ocean. But maybe that didn't matter. She set down the book she'd been holding, a treatise on the earliest laws of Gutrock reclamation, and looked up at Sen. There was one question more than all the others she wanted the answer to.
"Are you my father, now?" 
Sen's left cheek flickered and his eyebrows pulled together. A moment later they smoothed, and the same shallow smile came back. 
"Yes, I am."
Craley nodded, taking him at his word. "So is that why you've made this home for us?"
Sen shook his head. "This home is for you, Craley, not for me. I can't stay."
"I didn't think so. So answer my question." Craley jutted her chin forward firmly and spoke with her chest mouth. "What if I can't find the armies?"
"Then the world ends," said Sen, quietly now. "Not just in the future or the past, but everywhere." He gestured to the books. "Everything that happened in these will be stolen by the Darkness. I can feel it now, slicing layers away with every breath. I'm already taking too long in this time, in this place, Craley." Now a hint of something new entered Sen's voice, something like her old father's desperation, an addiction to the Scarab, though this was far more destructive. "I'm wearing through the world with my presence. The world is going to end, and you are the last chance to change it. I've invested too much to start all over again. You asked me if anyone else was reading these books, searching for the army? The answer is no. It's only you." He paused, looking at her. There was warmth there, which she clung to. "You have to find the army. But is that even possible? I don't know. I saw it in a kind of vision. I only remember how it felt to watch my friends die as the Darkness took them. I have to turn that back if I can."
Craley nodded. Honesty was good. She could be honest too. "Even if it means putting me in a cell?"
Sen rubbed his palm over his right eye, as if massaging an old injury. "It's a measure of faith, Craley. It's all built out of sand. You and I are both following a path neither of us laid out. We have to do our best to make it work."
Craley screwed up her eyes, making calculations. "Earlier you said I wouldn't have lived to be eight, but I'm already nine. You don't think I'll find the answers soon, so where are we? Have we moved in time like you did with your mother from Aradabar?"
Now Sen laughed. "You are fast. That's good. I sensed that about you from the start. And yes, it's something like that; we've gone further back. I'd say you've got about thirty years now, until the end of the world."
Craley leaned back. Thirty years seemed an impossibly long time. "I'll be thirty-nine."
"That's right." 
"Twice as old as you."
Sen laughed again. "More than twice, but yes you're right. And I'll still be this age. I'll come and go, Craley. I can't afford to stay here for long."
Craley rubbed the polished iron trapdoor handle idly with her toe. She'd thought this through too. "You're asking for my life. My whole life, to find this army for you."
Sen's shook his head. "No. It's not like that. I don't want to take anything from you. If you want to go, you're free to go. I have no right to even ask this of you."
Craley's eyes met his and held them. "But you have asked. You did dig this hole. You did bring me here, to a place you know I won't be able to leave on my own. You made this to be my cell, didn't you?"
"Yes," said Sen, his eyes glistening.
"Then why would you say you don't have the right? You've made the right for yourself. I have no choice."
A tear broke down Sen's cheek. 
"So be honest," said Craley. "Don't lie to me. You're asking for my life."
Sen swallowed. "I am."
Craley nodded, satisfied. "Then I'll do it. I'll do my best to save your world."
"Our world," Sen corrected.
He left soon after. There was little more to say. "In a few years," he said quietly by the door. "I'll come back." 
Craley stood in the hidden doorway and watched as her father left the tabernacle and melted into the darkness over the Gutrock. Then she closed and bolted the door behind her. She turned to the dim space, surrounded by books, paper and ink. The possibilities thrilled her. She sat down at the desk, opened a book, and began to read.
 



 
 
CELL V
 
 
Three years later Craley had read and indexed several hundred of the books, organized thousands more on the shelves, and picked up and righted everything in the library within three stacks of the entrance.
Sen arrived around the dawn. Craley heard the deep rumbling of his passage long before his knock came on the door; the Gutrock itself trembled and the tabernacle shook. At first she thought it was the end of the world come early, then perhaps minions of the Rot, and briefly she wondered if it were the stars falling down to earth.
She stood by her desk as the clasp on the door rose, the mechanism engaged, and the cold night air crept in. She raised her pens like small misericorde spikes in her fists and made ready. She voided her bladder and hot liquid streamed down her thighs, as it would only slow her down. 
For three years she'd been completely alone, a quarter of her life, with no other sound and no other person to speak to. Nothing had interrupted her routine but the delicious offerings of the books. Her study had become a wonderful routine, and the scratch of her quill on paper was all the company she needed.
 It wasn't unusual that she might foul herself at her studies, as she once had in the cage of her first father. It was often more important that she finish her thought than go to the waste pot in the corner. Sometimes she'd sit for hours in her own filth, so absorbed was she by the words dancing before her, their meanings at turns tantalizing, mysterious, and powerful. 
Now the door opened and Sen appeared at the entrance. He looked no different than he had three years earlier; even his ghasting suit was the same. Craley could not stop herself from running over and hugging him tight. She hadn't been lonely, but she'd often thought of her new father, out there somewhere lost in time.
There were no words. There was nothing to say. When they parted she saw Sen was smiling; a better smile than the one she'd dreamed about so many times. "You smell terrible." 
Craley laughed. "It's a bad habit. I thought I might have to fight."
"Not fight," Sen said, and pointed out through the door, to where a long train of ghasts were sitting wheezing on the Gutrock, perhaps twenty or thirty. "Eat, maybe." The ghasts wore heavy white blindfolds over their heads, and were tethered together by ropes about their waists like linked carriages in a bi-rail train. They held walking sticks strapped to both hands and carried heavy packs on their backs. 
"It's all food and water," Sen said. "We'll unload it then I'll lead them away."
Craley nodded. That much was obvious.
"Change your clothes, put on something clean, and we can do it together."
She went back into the room and did just that. She noticed now, with the door open and midday light streaming in, how filthy the room really was. The acrid smell of her own body shamed her. The puddle of her urine lay damp and soaking into the wooden floor boards.
She was twelve years old now, and that was enough of that. 
While Sen worked outside she drew a pail of rainwater and scrubbed herself, harder than she had since the Gloam Hallows when the Sisters expected her to wash every day. She scrubbed the patch where she'd urinated, and scrubbed the cooking pot, and gathered up the empty cans she'd eaten, and straightened and shined the whole space. 
It wasn't perfect but it was better. 
She put on clean clothes and realized they weren't clean. She drew more water and scrubbed them too, against a washboard that had lain fallow hung on the wall, never used. She put the clothes on wet and went out into the morning light. 
She had barely gone out for all of the three years, and then only to throw out her used cans and empty the chamber pot. There was nothing to see out there anyway except rock and her growing heaps of refuse. 
Now the light half-blinded her and she squinted against it. Sen looked up from the pile of packs he was gathering and grinned. 
"You look like a wet dog. Here."
Craley took the balaclava he offered and put it on. She didn't know if she looked like a wet dog, having never seen a dog except in books, but that was all right. 
"Shall we?" 
Craley nodded. She couldn't think of anything to say, perhaps because there was simply so much she needed to say and she couldn't think of the way to begin saying it, so they worked in silence together. Craley couldn't carry a full pack, so Sen first split each one into three parts and laid them out for her. 
"You're getting stronger," he said appreciatively.
"I had to," Craley answered, "to lift the library shelves."
Over several hours they refilled the stocks in the tabernacle to overflowing. There were three times the cans there had been before, along with stacks of dry breads and waxed cheese wheels, baskets of dried fruit, a barrel of salt and many long rushes of dried peppers, barrels of fresh water and dozens of heaped card boxes of paper, fresh inkstones, quills, along with some forty heavy cylinders of revelatory gas. 
They worked through the day until it grew dark, speaking little. At one point, while Craley was organizing her new surfeit of goods in the tabernacle, Sen led the ghasts away. Craley waited for him to return, setting a fire and making a plate of toasted cheese, peppers and bread. She drifted to sleep for a time, then woke to find Sen standing over her. 
"I've stayed too long," he said. "Craley, I have to go."
Craley looked up at him, then to the door. It was deep dark outside. 
"Don't worry, they're gone. I led them miles back and jumped them through time; they'll never find this place again." 
Craley blinked and looked up at Sen. "And you have to go already?"
Sen nodded. "I'm sorry. I didn't plan this well. It's harder to stay here than I thought. I have to be more careful."
Craley could see the weariness in her father's face. His eyes were red-rimmed and his scars barely glowed at all. She imagined hiking the same distance they'd come, burdened with a load and a train of thirty blindfolded ghasts to shepherd, but that didn't change how she felt. It was good to clean the room. It was good to wash her clothes. She wanted to talk to her father more, and there was so much still to say. 
"Don't go," she said. "Please don't leave me alone."
Sen shook his head. "I have to, Craley. I'm sorry."
"Stay a little while longer. I'll make tea. There must be tea leaves in here somewhere."
"I can't."
"Why not?" she protested. "Just for a little while. I'll show you some of the books I found, there's some sketches. I found lots of good information about the armies, the ones you're looking for. I'll explain it to you. Please."
Sen stood before her silently. "Did you find them? Don't lie to me Craley. Did you?" 
"Father," Craley said weakly. Unbidden, she began to cry. "Please. I found ideas."
For a moment Sen seemed to waver. "But did you find them?"
Craley could feel the moment slipping. It wasn't fair that she'd be punished for this. She'd spent three years hunting every day. She'd given her life for this. Yes, she could probably have worked harder, slept less, but dreams were a pleasure too and she'd enjoyed cooking and eating, living her simple, hollow life. 
It wasn't fair. "Please." She grasped at Sen's hand and clutched it close to her chest.
Sen snatched it back violently. Craley fell to her knees, and her tears stopped as she saw the look on Sen's face. 
Anger. 
This wasn't the man who'd taken her from the Levi bank side, who'd made her feel safe and cared for. This was the man who'd imprisoned her and abandoned her, just like her first father. 
Her misery fell away and was at once replaced by a new and surging anger. For three years she'd waited, and this was it? She raised her head defiantly, tears drying on her cheeks, and waited for the blow that would land any moment, that her first father had always delivered. 
It didn't come. Sen was staring at her with wide eyes, trembling. 
Craley had won. "Go then."
Sen backed out through the doorway and dissipated into the dark, like a ghost. 
* * *
Tears streamed down Sen's face. He was more drained than he'd ever felt before. He'd spent days in and out of the world hunting for the library and hiring the thieves, then days more leading crews of blindfolded ghasts digging down to it, hours preparing the supplies and readying everything. Months had passed in the real world as he'd supervised them through a series of jumps through the veil, and he hadn't dared sleep in all that time, afraid he might lose another memory gone.
Yet still there was the sense that he was losing them all the time. Lurching away from Craley's tabernacle like a scarab-addicted drunk, he felt another piece of himself slipping. In his mind's eye there was a tall woman waving, but who she was and what she meant to him, he didn't know. 
He felt sick. He needed to sleep. Not since his days with the Abbess in the Abbey had he felt so alone; she'd always been there in her chancel, seen distantly across the refectory, but they had so rarely spoken. The rest of the time he had been alone. 
Alone when he ate. Alone when he played with imaginary friends around the grounds. Alone when he stood before his mother's grave and dreamed of the life they might have lived together. Now he was doing that same thing to Craley, but for Craley there would be no Alam, no Feyon, nothing good at all in the future. 
He felt stretched tight like a strip of leather in the sun, pulled in two different directions at once. He wanted nothing more than to spend more time with Craley, but every moment he spent with Craley he cut himself further apart, and he couldn't afford to lose any more. 
The thought of losing Alam or Feyon or even Daveron terrified him now more than ever. He had to make these memories last, but the strain was affecting his judgment. He felt thin inside, like a wisp of fog in the Hallows drifting on a breeze. Memories jostled in his head and faded. It hurt to use them, made him sick in his middle, and for every scrap he used he knew there'd be less later. There might not be enough to rally the army, and if there wasn't enough for that then it didn't matter how well Craley prepared. The Rot would still flee to Aradabar, the Darkness would still rise, and the world with all his friends in it would die. 
In all that he hadn't accounted for the needs of a small, lonely girl, and now he could barely afford to. He had to keep moving. For his next jump three more years would pass and Craley would be fourteen, and what then? How much time could he afford to spend with her then? Would he ever be able to treat her the way she deserved?
Everything rode on this poor girl's shoulders. He staggered away from his adoptive daughter into the night, rubbing at his tears. It came down to faith, again. Avia had done this to him, and now he was doing it to Craley. It didn't feel good on either side.
He staggered on over rocks into the night, shallow thoughts spinning in his weary head. The look on Craley's face cut into him, transforming from love, idol-worship even, to disgust in a second. It was his fault. Next time what would Craley be like, bedded in after three years of neglect? Would she even still be there? 
Sen walked on over the uneven Gutrock, searching for some measure of clarity. He'd been fooling himself to not know this was coming. Craley had accepted her imprisonment too easily. No person could live in a cell and love their jailer forever. Children grew up, and changed, and grew angry.
He walked on, and the cool air helped as he increased the distance behind him. Perhaps this was how his mother had felt when she left him behind. Maybe she'd wanted to turn back at every step and go tell her son everything would be all right. 
Perhaps this was growing up. 
He walked until he reached the exhumed crater around the palace of Aradabar. When last he'd come this way he'd been only a few years older than Craley. He'd been confused and angry at that age. It had taken Sharachus' death to turn that around. 
Now he had to be better. He had to grow stronger just as he expected Craley to. He sat at the crater's edge and looked out over the fallen city for a time, long enough to gather his thoughts. There was another supply run to make, three years later. There was a young girl's mind to repair. 
He rose to his feet and flicked a lever in his mind. Blue sparks shot across his scars and he disappeared through the veil. 
 



 
 
HATE
 
 
After the anger and defiance came tears, and when the tears subsided little was left. Craley looked about the dark cell Sen had built for her, overstuffed with supplies. It seemed cold and she was alone. 
She'd never felt that way before. She approached the door thinking she might leave. She could go to the city, even return to the cathedral in the Gloam Hallows. They would welcome her, she was sure of it. 
But Sen would not be there. Sen would not be pleased. And the Sisters there would not even know her, some ten years before they'd ever met her. In thirty years it would all come to an end, and what would be the point of living, if she always knew that day was coming?
She rubbed her eyes and sighed. 
She'd never thought much about fairness. It had never been part of what the Gloam Hallows Sisters had taught her or what her first father had shown her, but she knew what was happening to her was unfair. It was wrong, yet there was no other choice. An orphan Appomatox in the city would be sold to a backstreet provener and kept on an endless scarab high until the day she died, fermenting the scarab drug in her chest mouth. That way she'd drown in her own juice like her first father, an addict lying in squalor and filth.
Cold rage welled around the memory of Sen yanking back his hand. It suppurated like an infected wound. She knew she wouldn't leave, yet she also knew the wound would never heal completely. Holding on to it made her strong, like one of Sen's scars, allowing her to channel a power that hadn't been there before. It made her righteous. So she let the first spurs of hate fill her mind.
Still there was the work was. She'd find Sen's impossible army, then hold it over him. What was the world to her? She knew no one out there, and no one knew her. She'd make her father beg. 
She went back to her desk, opened the next book in line, and bent to her work. 
* * *
Three more years passed. 
Craley was fifteen when Sen returned. She had grown substantially; her concave chest filling out with a larger breastbone-mouth, her translucent sallow skin growing bristles in places. 
She met her father at the door with calm impassion, the hatred long buried. Sen kicked through the piles of cans, cast-off quills, and rain-sodden masks of discarded paper around the tabernacle's door. 
He looked the same. Craley recognized a smudge mark of dust on his ghasting suit's collar, just as it had been three years ago. How long had passed for this strange man who walked through time; an hour, a day at most? For him the impact of their last parting would still be raw. Craley almost felt sympathy for him.
"Hello, Craley," Sen said. 
Craley only nodded. 
Some forty ghasts trailed across the rock behind him in a pale line, blindfolded again, bearing supplies in heavy backpacks.
The two of them barely spoke, bar a few simple exchanges giving directions to bring in the supplies. Craley carried a full bag each trip, though it was still too heavy. This time they had to drop some of the supplies down the book-well in the bucket, there were so many. Enough for five years, maybe seven. 
When the restocking was finished Craley brewed tea and they sat together and drank it.
"You've grown," Sen observed.
"It's been three years."
"It seems so fast."
"It's been three years," Craley repeated, her tone dead. "Where have you been?"
"Away."
"Where?"
"Away."
Craley got to her feet, lifted the teacup high above her head, then smashed it down on the floor. Her face didn't flush. This wasn't even the outer edge of her anger. This was just to speed things up.
"Where?" she demanded.
Sen looked at the shards of the ceramic cup, lying in brown tea puddles now soaking into the rug. "Nowhere," he said calmly. "Organizing this supply run. The last person I truly spoke to was you."
That mollified Craley. She sat back down. "You really think you're saving the world, don't you?" 
"I'm trying."
Craley shook her head slowly, calmly. She'd planned this moment for years, waited for it. 
"I found nothing," she said, relishing every word. "Nothing, in all the books. Not one sign of your army, not one shred of evidence they ever existed. There's no one to take and you're wasting your time."
Sen sipped at his tea, unperturbed. "Then you had better keep looking."  
Craley laughed. "And if I don't, father? I could walk out of this hole you've put me in and never return."
Sen looked at her, then took another sip. "You won't."
"Why wouldn't I? You know so much, tell me that."
Sen set the tea carefully down. Craley knew all about his abilities now; to read people's emotions, to look into their minds and fish out the best way to manipulate them. Craley had prepared for it. All Sen would see now was the cold wall of hate she'd spent three years building. 
"You've stayed this long to tell me what you think of me," Sen said. "I understand that, Craley. I can see it. You hate me and I deserve it. But you won't leave now because there's nothing out there for you."
Craley frowned. It was true she knew no one, but that could change. She had all her life still, or twenty-seven years at least. That was better than a lifetime of reading dusty old books.
"I'll make something for myself. It's better than staying here hunting for ghosts."
Sen shook his head. The shallow, sad smile came back, and Craley began to sense a change in him. Three years earlier he'd been distraught. Only a day had passed for him, but he seemed harder somehow. Resolved. "You don't understand. I'm not talking about that. I'm talking about really nothing." He pointed to the door. "Go see for yourself."
Craley met his steady gaze, ready to argue further, but the set of Sen's eyes convinced her otherwise. She went to the door and swung it open. 
Outside there really was nothing; an endless white space. Moments ago she'd been out here hauling bags, and now all that was gone. Craley reached out into the white but there was nothing to touch. There was no Gutrock, no line of weary ghasts, no sun and no sky. She stepped out onto white and swung her arms slowly through the emptiness. 
Sen was standing in the doorway behind her.
"What have you done?" Craley asked, her voice catching on shock and anger. "You said there was thirty years. You said I had a choice!"
"I changed my mind," said Sen. "I've taken away the choice." 
Craley stared at him in disbelief. Of all things, she hadn't expected this. It cut right through to the heart of her rage, nursed and planned for so long. Her revenge was to tell her father there was no hope. She would revel in this petty defeat. She didn't care that the world might end. The world had done nothing for her. All that mattered was hurting Sen. She would do that then leave.
Now even that had been taken away from her. It left only one thing. She laughed, and started back toward the door.
"Do you think I'll keep doing this now? Why in the world would I?"
"Because it's your only way out."
Craley laughed again. Let her father see this one coming. She palmed her hand-carved spike, as she'd practiced doing so many times, and slammed it with all the force of her barrel shoulders into Sen's face. He gave a gasp of shock as the blade entered his right eye and passed backward through his brain. Blood rushed from the wound. 
"That explains that, then," he said in a curiously detached voice. 
Then he dropped to his knees, fell forward out of the tabernacle onto his hands, and slumped flat on his chest. His blood leaked onto the white, where it spread into a wide puddle and began to fade. 
Craley felt as though a weight had been lifted off her. She watched as the white slowly began to eat at her father's body. This had to be the veil. Only the tabernacle that Sen had built remained. 
She went back inside and closed the door. Nothing else inside had changed. Her heart beat hard, but she felt good. She cleaned up the mess of her broken teacup and felt better. 
She was truly alone, now, but perhaps it was all right. This could be a life, still.
She returned to her books with a lighter heart. She was a prisoner in a cell still, but now it was a prison of her own making, with her father and jailer dead. The hatred that had consumed her for so long was gone. She remembered her passion for words and knowledge. 
She moved her cot down into the library, along with enough food, water, and revelatory gas that she very rarely needed to venture back up to the surface. Down there in Seem's Great Library she didn't feel alone. The greatest minds the Corpse World had to offer were all around her. She walked the perimeter of the grand portico holding forth to the fallen statuary, conducting long discourses with them about her daily discoveries. She gave them names and characteristics, so they became her only friends. 
Years passed. She charted time using a range of clocks she built from first principles, lifted from the dry descriptions she found in ancient books. She built scaffolds out of salvaged shelving that reached to the ceiling of the grand portico, allowing her to affix a great marble pendulum there, strung with unbreakable Spider silk. With it she measured the long hours and days as the pendulum arced over the mosaics. She perfected a range of clockwork chronometers that gave her a close rendition of an hour, a minute, a second, synchronizing them with the pendulum and the circadian rhythms of her own body.
And throughout, she continued searching for the army. It was the task she'd done all her life, and though she'd told Sen it was impossible, she'd never truly believed that. It was too grand a vision to be false. The library was there for her, and burrowing through it always made her happy. She was the first to read all these words in millennia, the most privileged of ghasts.
Over the years she read thousands of books. She came to understand the system of the library as envisioned by King Seem so long ago; the two great circular chambers symbolizing the Heart and its brother, with the Corpse World forming where they met. She learned language after language, soaking them up into a brain now empty of distractions. In her readings, stretching from the Solio Knights in the early Zenotopic era to the spread of the Mjolnir Federacy, she found odd pieces of evidence that turned her thinking upside down. 
Going back over the earliest books she'd read, the Book of Airs and Graces and Avia's Revels, she found new truths in fresh translations. Her deeper knowledge reversed some stories she'd taken for granted since the Butterfly Abbess had explained them to her, undercutting the foundations of all her understanding. In chapter after chapter she found bright, clear meaning within the mad prophesies of Avia; her words as recorded by King Seem's hierophants or the Moth Abbess' Sisters, until finally the ultimate impossibility simmered to the surface. 
She found her own name.
The first time she saw it she was shocked to her core, and thought she must have made a mistake. It was written in Outer Hebron, a language of the Men of Quartz, and concerned Avia's position on the cave-writings of the Anasanz. They were a caste unknown in the world Craley had grown up in and were only alluded to vaguely as 'the beaked hill people of the Arrythians' in the Book of Airs and Graces. It had taken a lifetime of study in books unknown to the world to understand that the Anasanz and the 'beaked hill people' were the same, but that understanding led to ripple effects in all her translations.
Where before she'd read a few nonsense syllables she'd taken to be a kind of grammatical marker, she found 'Saint Craley Shark'.
It was far from the only mention. Once she started looking, she found hundreds, if not thousands. 
She built a timeline from woven tarpaulins and strung it around the library's grand portico hall, inking it with dates of the world and mentions of herself; from the first sentience of the Heart through its fratricide and self-dissolution, into the subsequent spawning, growth, and evolution of all life on the Corpse Worlds. She charted the growth of empires and kings, learning their names and their stories and their falls. 
Great battles were fought and won and lost; lines of ownership, nationhood and fealty were drawn and redrawn. Ideas promulgated, were quenched, inquisitions rose and fell, some castes were branded evil then those same castes were branded heavenly. Saints were named, heroes were declaimed, sinners cast down and history was rewritten. 
Throughout it all were Saint Ignifer and Saint Craley Shark, moving in tandem like the sun and the moon; Ignifer in the light, Craley Shark obscured in shadow, but every bit as essential. 
Every day her giant pendulum swung and she walked with it around the tapestry; watching volcanoes erupt, lands sink under the waves and other lands rise up out of them. She charted the flow of hope and the flow of the Rot, and she knew them to both be different sides of the same coin. She saw them both at work in the turning of the heavens and splitting of the earth, in births and deaths, exultations and great discoveries, wars, famines, genocides. 
Yet there was an imbalance. The Rot was too ravenous, and because of that there was always less, until in the end everything would be swallowed in the Darkness that came before. The Rot would die with nothing more to eat, the light would fade, and one day whatever remained of the Heart would see what it had wrought, and falter into lonely madness. 
She found herself written throughout that story as a savior, Saint Ignifer's daughter and the greatest hero of all the Corpse Worlds. She gulped the words down. She had killed Sen, the embodiment of Saint Ignifer, but this was war for all the thousands of Corpse Worlds, locked in endless, epic battle with the Rot. Death was surmountable as long as something lived on. Death was a cycle just as Life was, and only together and in balance could they triumph over the endless Dark. 
The notion that she might be a hero in that celestial story filled her with pride. She wanted to make it real, even as she half-suspected that all of this was the self-deception of an unhealthy, solitary mind. 
Was she going mad to see herself in the old stories? Translations could take her in many different directions. Was there a Saint Craley, or was it her lonely fantasy, seen in words where it didn't exist? Her father was dead, the world was lost, and here she was trapped in the white of the veil, utterly apart from all other castes. Was it any surprise she wrote herself into the legends as the only one to bring back balance?
She spoke to the statues and they spoke back, sometimes agreeing, sometimes mocking. 
"If I am mad, can it be repaired?" Craley asked them. "Can you help me heal my mind?"
There was no way. Without other people to hold up a mirror, she no longer knew what she was, and what did it matter anyway? She was here. What did her fantasies hurt, when it was only her alive, only her in all the white, living only for her own ends?   
Still she searched. She used her new madness to find patterns where there had been none before, falling into sympathy with the madness of Avia. She used Saint Craley Shark as a touchstone and a guiding light, and in that great hero's towering shadow she sought out the army as the Sisters of the Butterfly Abbess had taught it to her, as Avia had envisioned it, as her father had laid it out in sketches of beasts and men and flying machines, until gradually, one by one and in the strangest of places, she found them.
They'd been hiding in plain sight all along, just like Saint Craley. She'd known them since the beginning. Now she saw them for what they really were. 
 



 
 
CELL VI
 
 
Sen burst into wakefulness, lurched up from the chair in which he'd been tightly pressed in with pillows, and collapsed to the floor. 
His mind spun. He gasped and pressed his hand to his right eye, expecting to feel the blood where Craley's blade had skewered him through, but all he felt was the crinkly scratch of blood-crusted fabric, tickling from his eye socket. 
He laughed, then almost vomited. On his hands and knees he struggled to catch his breath, looking at the white floor and remembering the look on Craley's face, the joy she'd felt in killing her own father. 
Except he wasn't Craley's father. He'd never been her father. Her abductor, perhaps. Her jailer. Never her father. The wheezing became painful, and Sen looked to the side.
There was Freemantle. He sat at his desk, also wedged in with pillows, facing Sen. His eyes were closed though, and his breathing came as a regular whistle through his broad lantern jaw. 
Sen laughed more. He felt giddy; wild with dying, wild with being back here in this place. It had started to feel unreal, after what might have been a week in the veil, in the world, jumping backward and forward through time, place to place, always planning, always manipulating. 
Craley had gotten the better of him.
"Hey, Freemantle," he said, but his voice was barely a croak, and the white-robed figure in his chair didn't stir. How long had he been asleep for, Sen wondered? How long had he been awake without sleeping, waiting for Sen to come back? 
The desk was strewn with books and papers. At a glance Sen could see he'd filled several more books; stacked to the side. Perhaps he was condensing the old notes, or adding new ones, or who knew what? Sen giggled to himself. Craley was reading. Freemantle was reading. In their cells they both worked like cogs in a clockwork mechanism, doing Sen's bidding, and what was that bidding?
He laughed. No armies, Craley had said. They didn't exist. 
He tried to push himself to his feet, but something about the motion didn't work. He ended up flat on his back, reeling with a fresh bout of sickness. He rolled up to a sitting position and looked at his feet, and saw what the problem was. 
His feet had withered. They were gray and shrunken, like dead mice left to mummify in the hidden chambers of the cathedral. Every change of season the Sisters had sent him crawling into the ventricles behind the pipe organ to gather up dust and fetch whatever creatures had snuck back there to die. 
Mice shrank after death. Their little furry bodies thinned out and their eyes sank in, their fur receded showing bony ankles and tiny feet. Sen had studied one of their bodies once, smuggled out to the pond where he could look at it in the light. It looked lonely, just like him. That was perhaps the first grave he'd dug; down in the reeds, with only the smallest X of the Heart above it to mark its resting place.  
Now his legs looked like dead mice. He pulled up the robe to study them; beneath the knee his pale white flesh sucked inward to the bone, becoming gray and seamed, like chicken's feet. His ankles bulged obscenely. The bones of his feet protruded through the taut gray skin like the wooden structure beneath a hawker stand's leather apron. 
He laughed, then stopped, because it wasn't funny any more. Instead he ran one hand down his altered skin; it felt wrinkled and alien, like he was stroking the furrows in ancient bark. He tried to move his toes, to shift his feet, but there was no response. The tendons rippled visibly beneath the skin, but there was no strength in them. He lay back and breathed until the shock passed and acceptance crept over him. He'd said as much to Freemantle. Piece by piece, he was going to disappear. 
When he felt clear-headed again, he rose back to his knees. It was harder to balance than he remembered, as he couldn't rely on his calves to help. At Freemantle's desk he looked over the new notes.
Names filled the papers. A flash of recollection came back to him; speaking to a great Moth in the veil, as she spoke to him of the work he must do. There'd been something very familiar about her, a sense that he knew why her antennae were stubs, and why her wings were stacked at her back rather than outspread, but he didn't know why. 
Another one lost. 
The words on the papers blurred. He turned to look at Freemantle, sleeping so peacefully, except he didn't look peaceful. His plain white face bore lines of frustration and worry. 
It would be so easy to wake him. A jostle on his knee, a hand on his shoulder, and he would stir. He'd aligned his chair to face Sen, waiting for just this moment, but Sen hesitated. 
Freemantle would want to hear everything that he'd done. He'd have to tell him about Craley, and the cruelties he'd subjected the girl to; a lifetime of solitude, all for the vain pursuit of an answer that didn't exist. Shame burned bright in his chest. 
But not only that. Freemantle would ask him who he'd lost. Together they'd pore over the Book of Sen, and Sen would be forced to remember people he'd forgotten. Even the thought of that made him feel ill, now. The emptiness was not so bad, if you didn't know. The Moth was fading already; if he had to learn her name, and what role she'd played, it would be so much harder. He'd have to try to miss her. He'd feel guilty to that other Sen, the one who'd started him out on this hopeless quest. 
He slumped in position, leaning against the desk. 
The things he'd done to Craley stung him. He remembered well his own years of solitude. In the Abbey he'd been alone for ten years, ever since his mother left. That had been hard. Like Craley, he'd fed himself, and spent his days in quiet study, and walked around the grounds trying to convince himself he wasn't going mad. How many hours had he spent by his mother's grave, blaming her for dying? Some of the Sisters had spoken to him occasionally, but mostly they just let him be. 
When the children had come, Feyon, Alam and Daveron, his world had transformed. Befriending Alam was the best thing he'd ever done. Without him in those early years, who would he be now? 
He shuffled backward away from the sleeping man at the desk. He'd watched over Sen in those years too, or so he'd claimed. But he'd done nothing. He'd never come to help him. He'd never been kind, never reached out, never sang him to sleep or sat with him and ate. 
He'd been so alone, and the memory of it dug at his heart. That was how Craley felt now, and it was Sen's fault, and that he couldn't bear. 
Freemantle didn't need to know. It would serve neither of them for those stories to be written down. It would only hurt. 
He climbed back into the chair, wedging himself carefully into position with the pillows, and closed his eyes. He would go back to Craley, to the moment after he'd died, and promise to stay. What did it matter if the world died in thirty years time? They could be together until then. That would mean something. They might be happy. He could be the father he'd always wished for himself.
The veil opened to him, then slipped. Sen opened his eyes in the white cell again, confused and uncertain. Something was wrong, but he didn't know what. Had he lost the way, had the door already closed? He tried again, this time holding firm to the image of Craley at the door, looking down on Sen's corpse, but his every effort at purchase rebounded. He couldn't grasp a handhold, and opened his eyes again in the cell.
Too thin.
A yawning pit opened within him. There was nothing to hold onto anymore; not in that place, in that time. He'd worn it through with his travels, with his death. Through the veil he could feel the Corpse World teetering on the edge of the Darkness, as thin as oiled vellum glowing through a candle flame, ready any minute to disintegrate.
He closed his eyes and hunted for a place to latch onto. He scrabbled at the weeks and months that followed his death, at the year to come and a year after that, all the while as Craley grew older and settled deeper into herself. Through the veil Sen could catch glimpses of her at her bookshelves, at her pendulum, talking to her statues, and felt his heart rending.
This was his fault. 
He tried harder, throwing whatever he could into the veil. Nothing mattered more now than finding his daughter and being there for her before the loneliness sank in too deep. He scratched and scraped until finally there was a point thick enough to bear his weight, and he flung himself through the veil and back to the Gutrock, dragging Craley and the tabernacle with him. 
 



 
 
THE DEFEATED I
 
 
On Craley's eighteenth birthday the world outside returned. She went out on an infrequent trip to throw away bucket-loads of used cans and saw the Gutrock at her feet, where before there had been only the veil. Nearby were her old heaps of sun-beaten, desiccated refuse; cans and mottled papers heaped on the porous lava rock.
She stepped out and looked around. The sky was blue and clear but for the black circle of the Rot overhead. It was bigger than before, now half as large as the sun. 
A day later Sen returned. Craley sat on the roof of the tabernacle and waited for him. She saw his resupply convoy approaching from a distance, like a dark snake over the white rock, with Sen at their head. Their foot and hoof-beats sounded like a gathering thunderstorm.
They stopped at the shack and settled quietly, wheezing and drinking from flasks. Sen approached and looked up into the sun at Craley on the tabernacle roof. She looked down at this man she'd once called father, whom she'd killed. 
Nothing had changed about him. Four years had passed since he'd died in the white but nothing had changed at all. His hair was the same, his scarred face bore no new wrinkles, his clothes were exactly the same as before. 
"I knew I hadn't killed you," Craley said. 
"No," Sen replied. "Though it did hurt."
They looked at each other, and Craley felt Sen examining her mind; his whispery touch playing across the skin of her thoughts. "But you've changed," said Sen. "Not just your body. Your mind."
Craley knew it. Her chest was now fully filled out with jaws and jaw-ribs, her arms were thicker, the trestles of hair in the pits of her collar-bone clavicles had darkened to black, like two ominous eyes above the chest mouth. And above that, she had the answer.
"You haven't changed at all," she said.
Sen gave a peremptory nod and entered the tabernacle.
Craley remained on the roof watching the blindfolded ghasts as they unloaded their packs. There were more of them now than on any previous expedition. She wondered at the effort it must have taken to prepare all this, and still keep the library secret.
When the ghasts finished unloading they rose and began the walk away in silence. They were better trained this time. Not a word escaped their lips, not one of them lifted his or her blindfold. Craley watched them retreat over the nearby rise, then sat a time longer. She knew Sen would be inside; looking over her creations, her notes, the world she'd built in the portico. 
Eventually the sun set over Ignifer's mountain, splashing a barrage of burnt oranges and flowery pinks across the sky. Below her Sen emerged and looked up.
"You kept looking."
Craley let the words hang in the air between them. There was a tone of wonder in Sen's voice that annoyed her, as if he'd expected something different. What else could she do, trapped in the veil? Craley had nothing to say to him. She'd already said it all when she'd thrust the spike through his eye.
"I felt for sure you would have stopped," he went on.
Craley couldn't resist. "Then why did you bring more supplies?"
Sen shrugged. He waved at the heaped goods beside him dismissively, as though gathering and transporting such a large train of supplies was nothing. "It's enough for a life. I thought maybe…" He trailed off.
"I thought I'd never see you again." Craley said. She was surprised by how flat and uninterested her voice was. Her father was here, again. This was just how things went. "You were dead."
"I think I was, for a little while," Sen said. "In this place, at least. It was harder to come back. I meant to be here earlier, but," his face took on a pained expression. "It was too thin. It's strange how the veil works." He smiled with a surprising warmth. "You did put out my eye, if that's any consolation."
It wasn't. "It's back now."
Sen waved the comment away. "Another eye, in another place. I don't claim to understand how it works."
They stood for a time, as the skies to the west filled the silence between them with slowly rolling waves of color. The sunset phased to drops of gold splashing up off the clouds. Craley didn't know what to feel. Anger? Ambivalence? 
"Will you continue looking?" Sen asked. There was hope in his voice now, and did that annoy Craley? She couldn't tell anymore, and didn't answer immediately. Instead she just looked down at the man who had rescued her, who had imprisoned her, whom she'd killed. He seemed smaller than she remembered. 
"I'm taller than you now," she called down. 
Sen gave a grunt of laughter. "And you know how to wield a spike."
Craley felt the same humor stir within her, inexplicably. Not anger, then. "What will you give me, if I continue?"
Sen smiled, and spread his hands wide to encompass the tabernacle, the supplies, the disk-dappled Gutrock, the mountain. "All of this. The world."
Craley snorted.
"And that," said Sen.
"What?"
"That spirit. You get to keep that too, if you want."
Craley's eyes narrowed. She felt the old anger stirring, jostling with the desire to rush down and hug this man who was her father, who was Saint Ignifer risen, who was the only person she'd ever really met in all the world. 
"I already have it."
"Do you? I think it has you." His eyes narrowed. "You've been through a lot, Craley. I think I glimpsed some of your madness, through the veil. But maybe you've come out the other side now. I'm glad to see that."
The quizzical expression on Sen's face made the confusion of feelings stronger, pulling at the walls Craley had constructed over the years, until abruptly all of that simply drifted away, leaving in its place an odd amusement.
"You're a strange man, Sen." 
"Strange," mused Sen, saying the word slowly as if savoring it in his mouth. "More than strange. I've done terrible things, Craley. I stole the life from a child who knew no better."
Craley swallowed hard. Was that an apology? She wasn't ready for it. "You had to." 
Sen shook his head. "No, I didn't. There would have been another way, if only I'd been smart or strong enough to know what it was."
The urge to rush down and hug Sen grew even stronger, but still she resisted it. Yet he was here. That meant something.
"Will you stay this time?" she asked. "Just for a little while, I mean."
Sen's smile grew wider. "For as long as I can, it would be my pleasure."
* * *
They sat in the tabernacle with the door open, letting in a warm breeze that carried the dry sulfur dust of the Gutrock. They sipped hot tea Craley boiled over the revelatory stove.
"I don't spend much time up here," she said awkwardly. It was strange to talk to another living person. For so long her only comrades had been statues and figures from tapestries. "Mostly I work down in the library."
"I saw the pendulum," said Sen. "The tapestries. How many languages do you speak now?"
"Not speak," Craley corrected, "read. Somewhere around ten, but they conflow and saltrate, so it ends up I can read almost everything, at least in broad strokes."
Sen frowned. "I don't know what those words mean, conflow and saltrate."
Craley gave a shy smile. "Ah, you wouldn't. I think I made them up. I couldn't find the right words to describe the cross-pollination and sideways movements of the structures of language, so I invented them. Conflow means something like you'd imagine a river delta of language to look like; a broad flow of many tongues contracting into a single stream flowing narrow but with great depth. Saltrate is about accretions that survive these changes, that essentially remain constant while all about them each era's parlance erodes the bedrock. Between the two, I can peg my way through most texts, with referencing and use of the omnichron."
A faint smile played on Sen's face, and he raised one eyebrow. 
"The tapestry," said Craley. "The history of the Corpse World."
Sen nodded slowly. "You know much more about these things than I, now."
"Wasn't that why you brought me here?"
Sen sipped his tea, then set it down on a nearby can crate. "Part of the reason, yes."
Craley watched him closely. The same question that had been in the back of her mind for years now came to the fore. She voiced it. 
"You're talking about Saint Craley."
Sen's eyes widened. "Saint Craley?"
That was interesting. "Ah, you don't know then? It could be coincidence, I suppose. But she was an Appomatox, too. She's hidden in some of the lost gospels, off-cut from the Book of Airs and Graces, and of course in Avia's Revels. It's in the prophecy."
Sen chuckled. "So you're in Avia's prophecies too, are you?"
"I thought you must have known."
Sen shook his head. "Though I suppose it's a sign I've been on the right track. Honestly, I picked a child who was lost, drawn from a memory of a friend. I came to you, saw that you could be smart, and that was all."
Craley nodded. She didn't have to ask who the friend was, or what Sen would have done if she hadn't had the potential she sought. She'd read about it all. 
"Saint Craley is a kind of precursor to Saint Ignifer, I think," Craley said, "or descendant possibly. They overlap a lot, interchanging at times. There's not a lot on her, but she seems to be a continuation."
Sen nodded. "That's interesting. Sometimes I forget how deeply Avia saw."
Craley finished her tea, then rose to her feet and moved to the trapdoor. "Come with me. There's a lot I need to show you."
She opened the hatch and started climbing down. Sen followed.
At the base, at the end of the rock-hewn tunnel, two revelatories were already glowing either side of the ever-swaying pendulum, in the wide portico hall. Craley led Sen to the start of her tapestry and began telling the story of her research, explaining the threads she had woven through legends and time, and her answer to the search for Saint Ignifer's army. 
It took hours, and Craley answered Sen's questions in detail; about the heroes, about the armies, about what it would take to bring them on board. When it was done they stood at the end of the tapestry where four complex lines converged. Craley spread her arms and smiled.
"The defeated," she said. "The armies who lost, who were destroyed, who failed and were written out of history altogether. They're your saviors."
"The defeated," Sen repeated. "It's genius."
"It's only the same logic you used to choose me. You chose a girl whose loss would change nothing."
Sen laughed. "And you've expanded it. I never even thought that was possible. A girl, yes, but how could the total loss of an army not impact the world? Freemantle and I wrestled with that for days. What good would it do us to take an army but up-end the world so either of us might never be born? You've answered the question. If these armies were defeated, generals and soldiers all, then they already lost their role. The world had no need of them anymore."
Craley smiled. Praise from her father still mattered. "It's elegant, I agree. I researched every member of every army to be certain none of them went on to make a significant impact upon the world. None of them did. They disappeared from the flow. It's like they're waiting for you."
Sen laughed again, warmer and louder. "Your grandmother was crafty." 
Craley shrugged. She considered saying that Sen was not her father, not in any way that mattered, so Avia was not her grandmother either, but held back. In a way they were all family now, bound to the same task. For years she'd followed the trail he'd left behind, and it was part of who she was as much as it was a part of Sen. 
She tapped her father in the chest. "Now we fight," she said.
"We do?" 
Craley nodded. From the harnesses at her thighs she pulled a pair of black metal misericorde spikes. They'd been in one of the first boxes she'd opened, in the last supply dump. 
Sen grinned. "I hoped you'd take to them. All right."
* * *
In the center of the portico hall, weaving in and out as the pendulum swung across the floor, they bared spikes and faced each other. Sen stripped off his shirt, and in the orange revelatory light his interwoven scars shone blue, covering every bit of skin in burning loops and zigzags. These too were a mixture of ancient and modern tongues, with the larger part written in pre-Mantic telling an ancient story she could read with ease.
The rise of Saint Ignifer. 
Sen bounced lightly, slashing his misericordes through the air a few times before him. "Not to kill. I don't want to go through that again."
"Not to kill," Craley nodded, and advanced. 
For four years she'd trained throughout the library, against shadows and imaginary enemies. At first it had been slow work, learning how to handle spikes that were too big for her, with no one to show her the way but dusty descriptions and a few rare diagrams in ancient books. Steadily though she learned; how to spin them, how to lash them, how to drive them and use them for both offense and defense. From books on ancient combat she'd learned Frauk's Gambit, Hellophines' Underfeint, Dralikon's Compensation. She'd never fought a live opponent before, but in some ways that had made her training harder, because every fight she ran she had to fight both sides at the same time, like playing chess against herself, drawing tactics from all the greatest misericordeists in history.
Sen advanced to meet her and Craley slashed in with Diregor's Sweep. Sen evaded with a sidestep, slapping Craley lightly on the shoulder. Craley grunted and attacked again, employing Spinney's Retrench without even thinking, stretching herself wide and low with only one blade in the ascendant. Sen caught the blade's blunt edge on his counter spike, stabbed his elbow down into Craley's bicep even as he turned the blade away, then kicked her legs out from under her as she tried to snatch back her balance. 
On the floor she rolled, and the flat of Sen's forespike slapped hard into a groove of the mosaic where she'd been. Her breathing intensified, she came to rest on her left side, then whirled into Changbracht's Hurricane, a whirligig of spike arcs and kicks that allowed a fallen misericordeist to turn her low center of gravity to her advantage, drawing her overconfident enemy into a hedge of unpredictable metal. 
Sen paused, then slammed a kick into Craley's midriff, somehow planting the boot and withdrawing it in a gap in the spinning cycle. 
Craley rolled and came up panting. "Where did you learn that?" 
"On the streets of HellWest," Sen answered, "or maybe Aradabar, I can't really remember anymore. It could be from King Seem." Then he leapt to the attack by driving both spikes right at Craley's midriff. Craley tried to turn the blades, but still they punched through the outer edges of her belly, needling holes deftly in the skin just above the muscle. 
"Now you'll have some scars of your own," Sen said. He was grinning.
Craley stared at him. Her hips hurt and blood was trickling out, but it was more embarrassing than anything. "They're not very good scars." 
"Come get some better ones then," said Sen, spinning both misericordes round his thumbs. 
Craley attacked again, plowing through a combination of Deacon, Salace, Shell, Grellathon and others, all of them masters of their age, but Sen turned them all with relative ease.
Finally he splayed Craley's guard, then stepped inside and placed his crossed blades against her heart. Craley tried to bat them away, but in doing so exposed her wrists. Sen jammed the hafts of his spikes into them, cracking off bone. The shock rang up Craley's arms and her spikes flew from her hands, skittering over the mosaic floor to rest outside the twin circles of lamplight. 
Craley laughed. Sen stepped back. "You see why you lost, then?"
Craley rubbed her wrists. "You fight dirty."
Sen twisted his forespike in an elaborate flourish and bowed. "Is that not in your books?"
"Nothing so crass." Craley strode over to her fallen spikes and picked them up. "I follow the masters." 
 Sen chuckled. "Then you follow them softly. But that's nothing to be ashamed of; you've never really fought before, have you? You pull your blows, because in a fight against empty air there's nothing to push against. There's no way to complete a sequence without a person to stick your blades into. It makes you predictable; you follow the timing of an orderly duel when real fighting's nothing like that."
Craley frowned. "You're saying I'm too perfect?"
"Your forms are. Your sequences are. Now you can get rude with them, throw the force in and bend the rules of the masters."
"But they're the-" Craley started, then trailed off. In truth, all the masters were dead. "Let's go again." 
Sen nodded. 
They fought for the rest of the day and into the night. It was a revelation to spar with Sen. Craley tried to map his maneuvers as she always had her imaginary enemy, but now she put weight behind every blow and defense. It made a great difference. Sen was agile, fast, and highly skilled, but he could not alter his gravity or prevent the full force of a blow from carrying through. 
Neither could Craley. Adding weight to her own blows slowed her and changed the rhythm of her moves. At times that helped, allowing her to roll from one attack into another with a momentum she'd never felt before. 
She cut a slice across Sen's arm. Sen cut one across her shoulder. He plunged a spike through the skin of her calf and she slammed the haft of her weapon into his jaw, cracking a tooth. 
It was marvelous. As they fought back and forth, shedding blood and sweat behind them, she felt the fog of her lonely life steam away like water off the hot Gutrock. This was what she'd always wanted; a full speed dialog back and forth with the best the world had to offer.
More was coming now, she could feel it, and it filled her with excitement. Soon she'd have the chance to test everything she'd become against a reality she'd never known. Sen's choice of her was not random. Avia had not named her for nothing. She was going to become Saint Craley, and together she and Sen were going to save the world. 
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After they fought they ate, and after they ate they lay around a low fire and spoke. It was too long spent across the veil, thinning the Corpse with every moment he lingered, but Sen didn't care. He felt better doing it than he had since Craley was three years old. This girl he'd raised at a distance had become a good and powerful woman. He had been no kind of father, but still he was a father of a kind. 
They spoke of the fight and the fights to come. So much had changed already. Perhaps only a week ago he'd been standing in the Levi shack with the corpse of Craley's father strapped to the table beside him, looking down at the tiny baby. 
Now he looked at Craley, who was sleepily admiring her new wounds. Beside the tears in her hips she had a few furrows across her shoulders, chest, legs, and back. Not many, none too deep, but he could feel the girl's pride swelling up off her. 
Girl. She was not a girl anymore. She'd grown up alone, talking like a madwoman to statues and carved figures, but she wasn't mad. She was Sen's age now, and just as ready as Sen had ever been for the things to come. In truth she was more ready even than him, because she knew everything, when Sen still knew so little.
Weariness stole over him, and the list of heroes Craley had given him drifted across his thoughts. It was a truly elegant solution. He looked at the Spider silk pendulum, and the tapestry detailing all the lost armies. 
"You've built wonders here, Craley," he said quietly. "More than I ever thought possible." 
Craley smiled sleepily. "But you came back. Even after I said I couldn't find them. You still came back." 
She didn't ask why. Sen felt her curiosity, though it was muted. Perhaps not everything needed to be said. Yet he felt he owed her this. "I was alone for much of my life, like you. In the Abbey. In the Slumswelters. I had my moments of madness. I don't want that to be your whole life."
Craley pushed herself up on one elbow. "Except none of that's true, is it? You weren't alone. You had the Sisters. You just don't remember them. You had Gellick and Mare, but you've lost them."
Sen nodded. Yes, of course. It was easy to forget about the forgetting. There must have been Sisters, or how else had he eaten, alone in an Abbey as a child? He'd read about Gellick and Mare. 
"You should ask Freemantle," Craley went on. "You wrote it all down for this reason."
Sen considered telling her that he'd been there. He'd seen Freemantle, and the papers, and hadn't woken him. 
"Tell me again about the defeated," he said instead.
Craley groaned, and rolled onto her back. "My armpit really stings. Why did you cut me there?"
Sen chuckled. He remembered that strike, giving Craley a little something to remember him by. The sweat would make it annoyingly painful for days. "It'll keep you on your toes." 
"I can't put my arm down properly," Craley grumbled. "How will that keep me on my toes?"
"I can give you matching ones on your heels, if you like. That ought to do it."
Craley laughed. "You want to hear about the army, or not?"
"Yes, please."
"You'd think Saint Ignifer would know his own army. But all right."
She went on, and Sen lay back, luxuriating in the rich words, in the way Craley spun stories together out of the holes in history. They could have used her when they were writing The Saint. 
There was a navy, and an army, and a force in the air, and a general to watch over them. There were figures from his own admiration of the stars, already sown into The Book of Airs and Graces and tethered to the Saint. There was the Albatross on the water, endlessly seeking the white Eye of Heaven to demand the return of his wife and child. There was Lord Quill, the last Man of Quartz who'd driven off the Drazi infection that destroyed the Slumswelters district, then flew into the sky in his chariot with a dozen fair maidens. There was King Seem himself, lost to the ages for millennia, with an army of all his Yoked Empire that never came to fight for Aradabar. Last of all there was Awa Babo, the Moleman God and great mind of the Mjolnir Federacy, a machine destined to lead the greatest fighting force on the Corpse World. 
Sen luxuriated in the tapestry of history. All of them had failed, or disappeared, or been vanquished in battle. All of them were columns upon which the hope of the world now stood; the hidden foundation to the Saint Ignifer legend that he'd never been able to see. The foundation to the legend of Saint Craley too. 
Thinking of that made him smile. Avia had played some tricks in her time. Turning this girl, this young woman, into another Saint had to be up there with the best. 
His eyes closed and he drifted for a time. He wasn't sure what would happen if he fell asleep in the veil; if he'd be kicked back to Freemantle in his white cell or just wake here, with his daughter of the same age by his side, but it didn't matter. He'd pushed himself too hard for too long. He'd earned this. 
"…vince them?"
He blinked, rousing at the tail end of Craley speaking. "What?"
"I said, how will you convince them to join you? Glowing scars are impressive, but I can't imagine any of them will care about the Rot. They haven't seen it. The Darkness is an abstract concept to them. They're also drunks, or megalomaniacs, or their minds just don't work like ours. How will you convince them?"
Sen shifted slightly. He felt bone-weary, and cozier than he had in what felt like years. Had he slept when Craley stabbed him in the eye? Maybe, but not properly. This would be his first real sleep in weeks.
He imagined himself darting back and forth in history, interacting with the greatest heroes of their ages, learning what he could, finding the points where he could delve in and twist. Manipulation, that was what Craley had called it. He smiled at the thought of trying to manipulate Lord Quill, the savior of Ignifer's city. How would he talk the machine mind of Awa Babo into helping his cause? 
He had no idea. But then he'd set out for Craley with little idea what to do. The answers would come or they wouldn't.
"I'll manage," said Sen. 
Craley shifted position, and gave a grunt of pain. Sen felt her readying to say something about the cut in her armpit, but she let it go. He smiled to himself. They'd really fought. They'd both taken scars. That felt good, because it was real. 
"I'll fight better next time you see me," Craley said sleepily. 
"I know you will," Sen answered. "Not only in misericordes, but also in the art of war. The army will need a strategy."
"Strategy," Craley echoed, "for the great general."
Sen let himself drift back into darkness. Probably he should go back to Freemantle, but at this moment he didn't care. He wanted to be near his daughter. He wanted to wake up beside her, and laugh about their scars, and talk about the army more. 
He fell asleep, and dreamed of the army. He was standing on the cliffs by Aradabar once more, while a voice with no body whispered sounds that could have been words in his ear. Warriors soared by him, in the air and on the ground and on the water, surging into battle, until suddenly they were gone. 
The Rot was gone. The Darkness was gone. The magma swelling over Aradabar was gone. 
"This," said the voice, though he couldn't make out any more. 
"This," he repeated to himself. This was what he'd always wanted. Peace in his city, peace amongst castes, peace between father and daughter, between friends and enemies. Peoples coming together in the glass towers of learning to share their knowledge, to build something better that could last. 
He woke in the portico with a start. The revelatories had gone out, and in the total darkness he couldn't see a thing, yet he saw the only thing that mattered. 
The Darkness.  
It crept over Craley and him like a cold Levi tide, and he sprang up at once. "I have time yet!" he shouted into the emptiness, but the Darkness didn't care. It didn't think or feel, didn't have compassion or emotions, it simply was, and this was what it did. 
It crawled up his legs as he tried to fire the spark in his scars. Craley was swallowed whole, as were the lower levels of the library. The world quivered like a thin blade of grass in a breeze, ready any moment to tear all the way through.
He should never have fallen asleep. 
"Wait!" he shouted, as the Darkness lapped up his chest, erasing his scars and all the stories of his life. He squeezed his eyes tightly as it gulped at his neck, thinking of the great white swell of Heaven's Eye on the ocean, and the crew of ragtag castes racing across the waves in a ship with sails outflung like a gull's, and of a captain called the Albatross who would never stop hunting for the family that he'd lost. 
The Darkness flowed over his jaw and into his mouth just as his scars finally sparked and the veil opened, tipping him through into the past.
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LONNIGAN CLAY I
 
 
The sun had barely risen over the Sheckledown Sea, and little Bomsy Maller was up in the crow's nest of the frigate 'Shall-I-Row', scanning the pinkish horizon. The ship bustled beneath him, with navvies crawling out over the sails below, caulking with tar or oiling the riggings. 
Bomsy sighed, and scratched his small round head with his small black hand. He'd been with captain Lonnigan Clay for six years now, watching as his hunt for the Eye of Heaven took on mythic proportions. He'd stood by in a dozen different ports as the captain regaled drunkards, sots and scarab-addicted navvies with his tales of treasure and infamy awaiting them on the six seas, sparking the fresh light of his mad chase in their eyes. He'd seen the captain polishing his diamante shell and burnishing his claws to stand before wealthy patrons and seek their investment, promising all the miraculous bounties Heaven's Eye would afford. He'd stood by at the Ryce shipyard as the Shall-I-Row had been gutted and refitted with a trebuchet mast, driving their chief patron near to bankruptcy in the process, all for the sake of a whirring gyroscopic bombe that might have the power to crack open the Eye. 
Bomsy sighed again, and ran his little eyes over the storm-shrouded horizon. Four times they'd sighted it, their glowing white prize, in all their years of he hunt, but they'd never caught it. Once they'd fired a bombe from the trebuchet mast, but it had fallen in the waves off the Eye's bow; a fortune lost to no end. 
Bomsy supposed that this was now the purpose of his life; following Lonnigan Clay around the Corpse World and doing his bidding, taming his madness when he could, looking for answers in Heaven's mystery. The Eye had befuddled countless navvies before them, and would no doubt befuddle navvies for generations to come.
Except Lonnigan Clay was no ordinary navvy. In physique he was an exceptional Cray; his orange diamante shell shone with a gleaming brilliance, his limbs were massive and powerful, and his huge mumpen claws could snip a man in half. Yet it was his vision that drew the lost masses to his quest. He delved into the depths of their hearts and gleaned that which was lacking, then offered that back to them in ways that bound their fate tightly to his. 
"Ride with me, lads," he told them in port after port. "You'll get what you seek."
It didn't matter what it was. Riches. Love. Revenge. Power. Lonnigan spoke to all the broken types and they loved him for it. He'd spoken to Bomsy too, when he was dying in the gutter of Ignifer's city after cutthroats had set upon him, stealing his last purse as first mate. Lonnigan had saved Bomsy then, and what didn't Bomsy owe him for that? 
Six years. Perhaps ten. The rest of his life. 
They weren't new thoughts. The white Eye of Heaven meant nothing to him anymore. He barely remembered the things Lonnigan had promised him all those years ago. A place to belong, perhaps, and respect from a crew. He had that now, despite his diminutive stature, but wasn't there something more? He let his eyes glaze across the horizon line, circling round from the pink of the sunset to the dying dusk to the west, where the low half-sphere of the moon was descending out of sight. 
Except that wasn't the moon. 
For long moments he scarcely believed what he was seeing; a white dome on the gray waters glowing like a pale echo of the sun, but not the moon. The moon was in the sky still, next to the pinprick black hole of the Rot. 
His jaw dropped. He'd never been on watch when the Eye was sighted before. It seemed unreal. This was it. He mustered himself to action and leaned over the rail.
"She rides!" he cried to the decks below. "The Eye hastens and rides ten fathoms hence, alert the captain!" 
Immediately there was a rowdy bustling on the poop deck, as Tarheads and Mongrels and all of the Shall-I-Row's heathen crew ran for the rails to catch a glimpse of Heaven's Eye.
"Captain!" cried down little Bomsy Maller. "Gather the captain, you fool plantains!" 
They rushed away, conferred briefly at the forecastle entrance to the captain's quarters, then sent in a representative. 
Captain Lonnigan Clay burst out within seconds. His great shell blazed in the dawn light, his crab-like Cray legs clattered over the wooden decking, and one of his eyes swiveled on its stalk to track the Eye on the horizon. He leapt to the rigging and scrambled it as neatly as any man, whether shelled or not; his large lobster claws hauling his great diamante housing up, his eight lesser legs grappling to ropes and mast with astounding agility.
"She rides beneath the fifth meridian," Bomsy called as the captain drew near, "across the spouts of that roaming whale pod." 
Lonnigan breasted the crow's nest railing, where his great bulk dwarfed Bomsy, and stretched to his full height, segmented shell parts clanking as they spread apart. 
"Aye, I know her face right well," said Lonnigan in his burring, salt-roughened voice. With one leg he shook out the extension on an oscolope lens, then passed the bronze pipe to his large mumpen claw, which in turn held it to his stalky eye. For a long moment he peered into it to the distant white arc of light. "She rides vertiginous," he said. "She coruscates, not unlike the Borealis. She's ours."
"Can I see, cap'n?" asked little Bomsy Maller.
"You'll see all soon enough, my spry lad," said Lonnigan, affording him a quick wink. It didn't matter to Lonnigan that Bomsy was easily ten years older than him. All of his crew were his 'lads', whether they were men or women. "Muster all hands to the deck and ready us to ride on the Eye of the world!"
With that he dropped from the crow's nest and slid down the rigs, to the poop deck where he spread his orange-clawed arms wide and yelled for the crew to bally up and tally-ho and get them waves a-marching. 
* * *
In his quarters, alone but for the Shrew Van Sant at his back and the blind kestrel shadow clock in the corner, Lonnigan Clay turned wrinkled pages in a tattered leather-bound book with his large Cray claws. He pored over the words he couldn't read, the pictures he didn't understand; prophesies from a time long past, from a mad girl lost in the dead city of Aradabar. 
The Book of Airs and Graces, it was called. For years he'd searched for a path. 
"They'll not let us in," came Van Sant's voice from the bookshelves behind him. "You know that."
"Aye," said Lonnigan distractedly, "we never expected it without a fight."
The Shrew clucked in the shadows. "And if they won't fight?" 
"Oh, they'll fight," said Lonnigan. He'd been waiting for this moment for so many years. His quest had tested him in so many ways. He'd fallen very far since his days at the head of the largest navy the Corpse World had ever seen. He'd been a buccaneer for a time, profiting from other men's losses. He'd sacked towns and villages across the Marshal Spits, leaving wreckage in his wake. Somewhere along the way though, that fantasy life had caught up with his real life, and sucked out the core. 
This was his penance now; this endless quest in search of what he'd lost. 
"It's not only rope and wood that holds this boat afloat," he went on, forcing the good cheer. "We have weapons."
"I know that, as do the men. I seek the same end as you, Lonnigan. But they will not admit us readily."
"Then we'll all go down for the cause, if we must," said Lonnigan, an old refrain he'd trotted out numerous times to numerous financiers. Offering death had excited so many of them. They wanted to live wildly, or at least toy with the notion. Very few insisted on boarding the Shall-I-Row and hunting the Eye in person. The Shrew was the exception; but then the Shrew had his own deficiencies, and his own motivations. 
"I'll see it through," said the Shrew, his reedy voice insistent. "But will you?"
Lonnigan turned to face him. The Shrew sat on the third level of the bookshelf, his inset Gnomic eyes a-bulge from his oversized head. Tiny weak fingers sprouted at the ends of half-length arms that jutted uselessly from his feeble and concave little chest. He had only holes for ears. He was a physical wreck, broken by the Ague peculiar to his caste, but his mind was still prodigious. In his day he'd overseen the entire mercantile dispatches of Rey de Gorgone, the greatest magnate the world had yet seen.
"I've nothing to lose," said the Shrew. 
Lonnigan laughed. "You think I like to be a Cray?" he asked. He held up his mumpen claws. "You think this is living any better?"
The Shrew leaned back in his shelf, eyes filled with harsh judgments. Here was one who saw through Lonnigan's act, who had sought him out for his own reasons, who knew more about the Eye than perhaps any other alive. "Then what of Mollie, Lonnigan?"
Lonnigan shrugged. "What about Mollie?"
"I think we both know what she is."
"She's a fool child who doesn't know any better. What does it matter what she is, or where she came from?"
"She favors you," said the Shrew, "but how far will that stretch when it comes to betrayal of her own kind?"
Lonnigan gave a short sharp laugh. "Her own kind expelled her. She has no truck with them."
The Shrew shook his little head. "Not even enough to return with the great prize of Lonnigan Clay? How do you know she won't hand you over in trade for an end to her exile?"
"You say she favors me," said Lonnigan, letting more of his genuine anger through than he'd intended. The Shrew always cut him to the core. "Yet I believe her. Enough with these tired games, Van Sant. I am captain here."
The Shrew's beady eyes stared at him. "Then why don't you accept her favor? She could take their shape, as you well know. Be them all over, and fill in the gaps in your broken mind. Wouldn't that be enough?"
Lonnigan met the odd creature's beady glare with his own. Only the Shrew knew of Lonnigan's true losses, and the real reason he sought the Eye. It wasn't for treasure, or bounties or power, but something more valuable by far. He'd had to confess his truth, to earn the Shrew's backing. He rarely raised the subject, but in such moments Lonnigan felt himself drawing close to an edge he'd avoided since his piracy days. He set his teeth and forced his mumpen claws to remain low, afraid a sudden impulse might decapitate the Shrew. "You know I'll not live a lie. You know that."
The Shrew blinked, then he grinned, and the tension dissipated. "I've always admired your stubbornness, Lonnigan. It makes me feel better about my own deformities."
Lonnigan shook his head. "It's what you make it, man."
"Don't call me that." 
"It's what you are," Lonnigan insisted. "A man in the form of a broken Shrew. The Gnomics were not kind to their offspring, I know it, with this Ague. But here we are." He grinned. "It will all be returned to you."
"I'll not dare dream it to be so," said the Shrew quietly. "As I've said, they won't even notice us on their flanks."
Lonnigan clacked one of his claws once; a short, sharp staccato through the silent forecastle. "They'll notice me." 
The Shrew narrowed his already narrow eyes. "Aye, they might well notice you."
At that Lonnigan stamped to his feet. The diamante shell at his back rang musically off his chair. There was work to do, and none of it could be changed now. The plan was in place. 
"The bombe awaits," he said. 
* * *
The decks were a whirligig of activity as the distant light of Heaven's Eye drew near. Off to the west the sun was pink and sinking into the waves, while to the north the white glow of the Eye had become a furious blaze, rearing up like a leviathan moon across the horizon line as they drew closer. Its light cast sharp crosshatched shadows through the riggings as the Shall-I-Row's navvies scrabbled hand and claw for rope, for whipping sail mounts, to tally the wind as it shifted and switched. 
Lonnigan rose to the forecastle mount and fired off a flintlock musket into the starry night. 
"To the oars!" he cried, as the crew looked up. "Batten the sails and rig-in the booms, stow the rigs and every man below deck and pulling this boat into the promised land, you hear me lads? To the oars!"
The crew complied in a frenzy. The eerie white ether-light of the Eye drove them on at a break-neck pace.
"Start the drums, Timemaster!" called Lonnigan. "Ready the rhythm of fate! From here on we ride into the eye of the Gods!"
In moments the decks were empty, and from below came the timber-thrumming thud of the Timemaster's drum, matched by the lulling rise and fall of the crew's voices singing in time. The Shall-I-Row swept over the waves, one hundred oars splashing in the brine, reeling the bright dome of light in.
Half-moon Mollie approached at Lonnigan's shoulder, and he turned. Her retinue of hair-twisters and twirlers shuffled along silently at her back as ever, doing their ceaseless work. Her moon-white face shone strangely in the reflected light, and her cloak of gossamer shadow rippled in the dimming dusk. 
She'd been with the crew for six months only, gathered in from a spit of island where some past ship had marooned her. She'd told her story to none other than Lonnigan, and what she'd told him had been more confounding than clear. She remembered little, she claimed, other than her exile for unnamable crimes, but there was something about her that entranced him. In her he'd seen the Eye. 
She'd joined the crew. By day she drifted around the decks like a cloud, never settling, sometimes whispering strange words that terrified the men. In the damp secrecy of their hammock beds they called her a witch, but never to her face. She was clearly a witch with power. What were her hair-twirlers, those tiny winged beasts that endlessly followed her? How had she survived on that tiny island with not a scrap of food? By what sorcery had she not been driven mad? 
"You really mean to do it," she said in her usual sultry tones. "Assault Heaven."
"As I always have, Mollie," he said, gently now for her.
She watched him for a moment, surveying his hard rectangular head, set sharp against the nearing white crackle of the wall.
"They're watching us, you know. They'll have watched your approach all these long years."
"I expect as much from gods." 
She angled her head. "They're not gods, Lonnigan, you know that. Only people who lost their home a long time ago. My people."
Lonnigan clacked his mumpen claws. "Not gods, but we make such sport for them, do we not, with our miserable little lives? If they had a shred of compassion they would give me back my wife and child. They should never have stolen them."
Mollie smiled sadly. "You know your wife and child do not lie within. These people seek only quiet, Lonnigan, and to fade from the world in their own way. But you won't see that."
"I see a higher caste that looks down on my own, that rules this world and ordains the fate of us all, that sees me as only their toy."
Mollie shook her head. "Am I welcomed at every port, Lonnigan, with each city's king trotting out to meet me? Of course not. I am nothing to them, just as you are to my people. They lost their Federacy millennia ago, they lost their lord and master, and there was no place for them. They received no sympathy, and give none now."
"They make their choices and I make mine."
"The Gods," said Mollie. 
"We are such sport," said Lonnigan, and clacked his mumpen claws. "With our gay little lives, for them, are we not?"
"You're bold," said Mollie. "And angry. But that won't force them to hear you."
"I'm not bold," said Lonnigan. "Not the way new-born eggs or half-headed chickens are bold. The Shrew is bold, though. Despite you taunting him without redoubt. He'll die for this."
"He's already dead," said Mollie. Her beautiful green eyes sang closer to him. "In his mind. You don't have to follow."
Lonnigan smiled. "Bewitch me, would you? But captains don't faze, Mollie. You're a comely lass, I'll grant you, but even ten hundred of you would not swear up to the debt I owe the Shrew."
"I'll slay the Shrew, if you'd let me." 
"And you know I'll not." 
"We could be together, you and I," said Mollie. She reached out a perfectly white finger and stroked a soft line down the right side of his oblong orange face. "You don't need Heaven to know that."
Lonnigan laughed. "And what would that life be worth, coming at the price of such a betrayal?" he asked. "I suspect less than nothing." He stepped back and spread his four arms wide, red claws gesturing out and around the ship, to the riggings and sails and masts and planking. 
"She's mine," he said, "my ship, but bought with the Shrew's pot. My command, but emboldened by the Shrew's means. I could have left it off at any time, Mollie. I just chose not to."
She clucked softly. "You are stubborn." 
"So stubborn that they can't keep us out."
"They'll never let you pass. No man alive can enter the last Mjolnir Ator by force. I only left their ranks after cutting every tie I had."
"Your crimes," Lonnigan said. "But you're here now. You want something from them too."
"Perhaps I'm homesick," said Mollie. "Or perhaps I only take passage on this ship because I'm in love with its captain. Perhaps I follow where he goes."
Lonnigan looked away. "We all bear our own burdens."
They stood in silence for a time, the white blazing wall spreading before them, at times sending fronds of stark lightning forking into the sea.
"There's a coracle," said Lonnigan, "off the bow. You and your retinue could debark and make for greener seas. If you oared three days south you'd hit the Enola Shay shipping lane, and there'd likely be a crew along to fetch you up soon enough."
Mollie shook her head, her rattan hair-tails whipping, so the little waspish mouths of her twirlers snapped at the air. "I am for you. Will you not reconsider this foolishness?" 
Lonnigan looked at her, into those beautiful, haunting eyes. On some level he knew she was right. He'd done enough. But on another level, he could not stop himself now. He had to see it through, or else who would he become?
"It's a fool's errand," he said. "We'll likely all die."
"Then we'll die."
He smiled. They were of the same heart in that. "The coracle's there all the same," he said, then turned and click-clacked his way off the forecastle deck. Half-moon Mollie watched him go.
* * *
The bombe rested silent and dark in the dim and dripping Foc'sle hold. Lonnigan ran his claws along its sleek polished black-iron surface. At the nose end of its ovoid form was the dial, and Lonnigan spun it full around to the limit. He toggled a release lever, and the bombe whirred as the scope inside it began to gyre.
Tiny hisses of long-pent steam escaped through the filed down rivets. The bombe began to rock on the deck with the powerful revolutions happening inside, jiggling its own massive weight up and down.
Lonnigan reached up to the deck trapdoor above and threw it open, spilling dim light in. A rope descended through the gap and Lonnigan took it and locked its the grapple mount to the bevel ring on the bombe's nose, screwing it tight before the juddering became too fierce to handle. Then he unpinned the floor decking and the floor beneath the bombe gave out, dropping it into the flooded lower bilge deck, where it frothed the rotten sea foam white.
Lonnigan climbed up through the ship swiftly, unclasping all the deck hatches above the bombe until he was standing again on the poop deck with the white furnace of Heaven's Eye looming directly before them like a wall, thinning out the ropes and masts with its glare.
"You best hurry," said Half-moon Mollie by his side. 
The Shrew Van Sant was at the wheel on the forecastle, staring into the crackling white power of the Eye. Little Bomsy Maller stood beside him, helping him guide the wheel, while from below the sound of oarsmen driving the ship forward swelled up through the timbers.
At the trebuchet mast Lonnigan affixed the bombe line to the trebuchet line, loading the weapon. Next he threw open the oar deck doors and yelled the men up and out. 
"To the nest!"  
His wide-eyed navvies threw down their oars and raced up the ladders and into the rigging, swarming upward like ants into the broad crow's nest platform at the top of the trebuchet mast. The triple-stemmed oftwood mast groaned under their weight. Lonnigan knelt at the mast's base and unbolted the first set of iron locks, then pulled the thick metal chock clear through the three parts of the mast, unleashing them from each other. The middle mast wavered freely on its axis point, two thirds of the way up. 
"Hurrah!" cried the pipsqueak Bomsy Maller, now somewhere amidst the mass of men at the top. The rest were all yelling and shouting and singing bawdy sea songs; ready to burst into Heaven, ready to claim the bounty Lonnigan had promised them for so long. The strange white light bathed everything now.
"In your eye!" cried the Shrew Van Sant from the forecastle, steering the ship's great rudder with his stubby little arms, straight into the face of the wall. 
"Here we go my lads!" boomed Lonnigan as he yanked the final trebuchet lock free. "Hold on tight."
For a second nothing happened. 
Then the crow's nest began to tilt on its axis, weighed down by the mass of the crew. The whole ship shuddered as it teetered on the edge of balance, then accelerated into the downswing. The men whooped wildly as it gathered speed, seesawing the lower half of the mast up. They cheered when their descent jerked, as the bombe line attached to the mast tautened, and dragged the bombe into the air. 
As the nest reached halfway to deck there came a series of crescendoing thuds from below as the bombe bounced up through the open hatches. At three-quarters fallen the bombe's bass rumbling gyre trembled through the very air, growing louder until its black-iron mass erupted through the poop deck hatch in a spray of wooden shrapnel. It soared up in a sweeping parabola over the forecastle, and Van Sant screamed as it shot above his outstretched gimble arms. Then the nest crashed into the deck, all the navvies tumbled out, the line snapped as the grapple lost its grip, and the bombe was unfurled, sailing through the air toward the white wall of Heaven's Eye.
Navvies stumbled to their feet to watch it; a black eclipsing sphere against the burning white. Mollie stood at the quarterdeck with the wind in her writhing hair. Van Sant was at the wheel. Lonnigan stood proud with the diamante shell on his back splitting the ether-light into a rainbow of colors, waiting as the bombe flew in silence.
In the washed out white Mollie caught Lonnigan's eye. 
Then the bombe blew and the Eye of Heaven exploded. Rainbows coruscated through the darkening skies as the white wall hurtled backward on a pulse of raw gyring power, along with the sea beneath them which sank rapidly away. The Shall-I-Row fell into a sudden descent down the wall of a canyon-like wave, speeding toward the bottom cup of an hourglass-shaped depression in the ocean itself.
At the base the ship coasted to a stop on glass-flat waves, and there was ragged silence. Two immense walls of water hung immobile to either side, forming a kind of valley in the sea, deep enough to block out the moon. It was suddenly cold and dark on deck. Looking up Lonnigan could see the great shadows of watery leviathans moving in the blue walls rising above him; Ptarmigans and Mesoplodonts. The tail fin of one emerged through the watery wall, and that seemed to break the spell.
"Below decks!" Lonnigan boomed, just as the white breakers at the tips of the valley walls began to curl in. "Get below decks!"
He ran to Mollie and hauled her bodily to the bombe hatch, tossed her down, then roared the men into the oaring post. He saw little Bomsy Maller jump down after Mollie. Van Sant at the wheel just smiled at him.  
The great watery walls began to fall. The ship bucked and heaved as the water below shifted, as the water above closed in. Lonnigan flung himself after Mollie, down toward the bilge and snapping hatches shut behind as fast as he could, then the waves hit and everything flashed to black.
 



 
 
THE VEIL II
 
 
Lonnigan came to in a white space. 
Everything around him was white. He wasn't on the ship, nor in any place he'd ever seen, though Van Sant was by his side. 
"Odd," said the Shrew, getting to his feet. His arms were no longer gimble-lengthed. His eyes were round and full. Ears grew in place of earholes, as if he was young again, before the Gnomic Ague had leveled him. "Do you think this is Heaven?"
Lonnigan hoisted himself to his feet. "I don't know," he said. "But you've been re-formed. Look at your arms."
The Shrew spread his arms and looked down their length. He reached up to touch his ears, nose, and face. His mouth opened then closed again. "I'm whole." 
"Games," said Lonnigan, "they're just toying with us."
"Maybe not," said the Shrew. He looked up into the white, and then something Lonnigan had never seen before happened.  
The Shrew began to smile.
"They're here," he said.
"What? Who's here, the crew?"
"No," said the Shrew, his eyes focusing on some far-off point. 
Lonnigan stared up into the white. "I don't see anything." 
Sudden tears trailed down the Shrew's face. 
"Blast it Van Sant, who? Mollie and Bomsy? The Gods?"
But the Shrew didn't seem to hear him. He opened his arms wide and a strange laughing sob, like water leaking through a dam, escaped his lips. "Oh," he said, softly. Then he was gone. He didn't fade, or pop out of existence. He was just gone, leaving Lonnigan alone. 
He gazed up into the white. There was nobody here. Was this the extent of his revenge? 
"What now?" he called, but the white gave him no answer. "What happens now?"
Then an answer came.
"Now your life's work begins."
Lonnigan spun, and saw a young man standing behind him. He had dark hair tied neatly back, sharp gray eyes, and twin misericorde blades set in long sheaths at his thighs. He couldn't have been more than eighteen years old, but something about him radiated power.
"Who are you?" Lonnigan demanded.
"My name is Sen. I've come to ask for your help."
* * *
When Sen had first lurched through the veil onto the dark under decks of the Shall-I-Row, the Darkness had been everywhere. In the Great Library it had poured into him like seawater gasped in an undertow, and now he was drowning in it; inside and outside at once, digging into his mind like the Rot's tongues furrowing the city.
All he could do was fight, raking at his own body and trying to spit out the Dark. He rolled on the splintery boards of the shadowy Orlop deck while navvies slept in hammocks around him, fighting his invisible battle until one of the navvies rolled out of her hammock and punched him in the head. 
That stopped the battle with pain and splintery stars. 
"And stay shut up," she grunted, climbing back into her net. 
After that he lay silently for a long time, terrified not of the woman but of what was happening to him. He could still taste the Darkness in his mouth, could feel its touch running up and down his calves like invisible hands, looking for a way to dig in. 
Withering him away. 
He saw flashes of poor Craley left behind, swallowed by the Dark. Was she really gone? He wanted to open the veil and go find out, but knew that wouldn't be possible now. Even if she was alive, the veil would be torn so thin that he'd never find purchase in that time again. Perhaps he could return in five years, or ten, but what good would that possibly do? Another memory wasted just to know something that he couldn't change. 
He shuddered despite the humid fug of the enclosed deck. 
He was on a ship, and it had to be Lonnigan Clay's vessel, out hunting the white Eye of Heaven. That had been the last desperate vision in his head as he'd yanked at the veil and tumbled through.
It was a ship at sea, plain from the creaking timbers all around him, responding to the roll of the ocean with their own a Hax of haphazard groans. Water dripped nearby and the foul breath of sleeping navvies salted the air. He smelled stale scarab smoke and rum, old sweat and brewer's yeast. Through the boards beneath him came the steady, dull thump of waves breaking under the ship's hull, lulling him steadily away from the feverish memory of old Aradabar. 
He focused on regulating his breathing; a trick Sharachus had taught him for when stalking prey above the city's rooftops. It helped calm him, and gradually the sensation of the Darkness receded. Perhaps part of it had come with him, but the Corpse here was thick enough to absorb it. 
He looked around; at the dark deck loaded with its swaying cargo of bodies, hanging in blankets from their roof hooks like a ripe load of strange fruit. There were all manner of castes here; the one who'd struck him was a hulking Euphlact, sagging in a doubled-over stretch of old sail, while nearby lolled the bald pate of a Pinhead, the small feet of a Dogsbody, the long fingers of a Gawk hanging down to touch the floor. The bass snores from an Appomatox's chest mouth droned over them like an outsized Gomorrah fly.
He thought again of Craley, then pushed the image away. He couldn't afford to dwell on that. He had to just hope she was still alive, and focus on the task at hand. 
Lonnigan Clay. 
He rose stealthily and padded along the dark deck, weaving a shifting path between the mumbling, swaying forms. At the galley's end he found a ladder and climbed, emerging above deck to see a sky more massive than any he'd seen before. His breath stopped up. It seemed like an ocean in itself; deep purple sprayed with stars like revelatory lights in an immense, hanging city. The moon cast heavenly glows around floating drifts of cloud, each a continent to itself.
He stood awestruck for long moments, all thoughts of the Darkness forgotten. This was beautiful. He'd never been to sea before. Not even the horizons on the Gutrock wastes were as broad and epic as this. 
At his side the trebuchet mast groaned and clicked under a shifting wind. He'd learned about that from Craley; Lonnigan Clay's means of assaulting his Eye of Heaven. The massive triple bole of the trebuchet stretched upward, culminating in a crow's nest as large as a Levi barge. Its sails bulged out in a steady wind, spilling a breeze that buffeted him gently. Around it the fishing-net mesh of rigging produced a constant low sigh of ropes sawing against each other.
Sen remained still for a time longer, absorbing this incredible scene and the rhythms of the ship. Lilting calls came from above, sharing star orientations with the navigator at the forecastle. A sleepy body nudged past him like a ghost, trudging an habitual path. From all sides came the ceaseless lap of the ocean. Sen didn't know where they were in the world, but that didn't matter, because Lonnigan Clay was here.
Standing beside the navigator at the ship's wheel stood the silhouette of a massive-shelled Cray, which could only be the man he sought. Sen felt strange murmurs run through his chest, to come so close to touching history. Clay had his own constellation, after all. Sen had dreamed of his many exploits as a child. 
In life he was immense; probably twice as tall as Sen, with his shell hanging like a boulder atop his broad back. His claws lay on the deck railing, each as big as a Moleman cannon.
Sen moved closer, rolling between shadows with a slow, languorous ease, as he always had in the city. For now, remaining unseen was important; he'd learned enough of buccaneer lore to know they would try him as a stowaway if caught; perhaps sentenced with a keelhauling, or abandonment on a deserted island. He was not a chartered navvy aboard this boat, and had no share in the take. 
He was here only to observe, and learn what kind of man this Lonnigan Clay was. 
Hunkered behind a net-strapped block of rain barrels, Sen spied as a woman approached Lonnigan's side; she had a moon-pale face and a cloud of insect-like creatures buzzing at her back, forever twisting her hair. Every now and then one of them would light up like a shellaby bug, with a transient blue light. 
They spoke, and Sen padded to the deck wall and climbed halfway to the forecastle railing to hear. 
It was the first of his observations. 
* * *
Lonnigan studied the young man. He was fey but confident, and perhaps there was something familiar about him. Perhaps he'd seen this youth before, hovering like a shadow around his life, but had never really noticed him until now. 
"What help?" he asked, his low voice rumbling through the white mists. 
Sen smiled, though there was no pleasure in the motion. It seemed more like a calculation, the kind of gesture Lonnigan himself would make in dinning bars when trawling for new recruits. 
"Let's walk," said Sen, and started away. 
Lonnigan followed, and so they walked through the white for a time. The giant orange Cray towered over the gray-eyed youth, but the boy showed no signs of fear. They conversed, and for the most part the words washed over Lonnigan as if heard in a dream. Sen told him of times to come, of the Rot and the Darkness and the end of the world, and he listened and wondered when he might wake. 
"Ignifer," Lonnigan grunted at one point, as Sen described the place he'd written his newspaper. "Proximal to old Aradabar. The territory of the Demon King?"
Sen nodded. "Of King Seem, yes."
Lonnigan shuddered then, his claws clacking absent-mindedly. "Bad trawling, there. There's little to be had."
"There'll be less soon. There'll be nothing at all."
They walked for a time longer in silence, as Lonnigan absorbed this information. The white around them passed and didn't pass. It made no difference, it looked the same and felt the same wherever they went.
At last Lonnigan spoke up, sharing the question he'd been thinking ever since he'd come to this strange place. "Is this the Eye?"
Sen gave him that smile again. "No, Lonnigan. This is the veil. Your bombe blast rebounded, hurling your ship to the bottom of the ocean. There it lies still, with all your dead crew."
Lonnigan shook his large head. It was probably true about his ship, but not the Shrew. "Van Sant isn't dead. He was here with me a moment ago. Then he disappeared."
Sen frowned. "He was here? That's curious. I don't know why. The veil moves in mysterious ways."
Lonnigan heaved a heavy sigh. Sen had told him many things already, and he'd heard enough. If his crew were dead, he should be with them. If Mollie was gone… 
He stopped abruptly. "You want me for your war, Sen. Walker of the veil. But I don't want to fight. Return me to my ship."
Sen halted in front of him, his gray eyes twinkling. "I like the sound of that. Walker of the veil."
"Your war is not my war," Lonnigan said. "Return me."
"I know very well your war, Lonnigan, mad Cray of the water." Sen took a step closer, so his nose almost touched Lonnigan's hard-shelled chest. "You seek to rescue your wife and son from the Eye of Heaven, and slaughter those who caused their suffering."
Lonnigan's eyes narrowed dangerously. That was a story he'd told to no one but Mollie and the Shrew. It was not possible that this child could know it. "Do not mock me, boy," he warned. 
Sen ignored the warning. He stepped back, drew his misericordes, and dropped into a fighting stance. "Will this be necessary?" 
Lonnigan stared at Sen in disbelief. He was a diminutive figure barely larger than Bomsy, barely larger than just one of his mumpen claws alone. He had no wish to kill him, though he would. "You must be mad. I'll extomate you in a single blow."
"Perhaps back on the Corpse World you might," Sen answered calmly. "Though even there you might be surprised. I'm a skilled misericordeist. Here in the veil you don't stand a chance."
Lonnigan regarded him calmly. He'd fought against many warriors before, some of the greatest of his age, and never once been defeated. "Put your toy blades away before you hurt yourself."
Sen's face was equally impassive, and he did not sheathe his blades. "Your wife left you, Lonnigan," he said flatly. "She took your son Damaris with her. She was not stolen by the Eye of Heaven, as you have willed yourself for so long to believe. She is not dead. She lives yet, on an Islet off the Coast of Hegralta, where she winnows aulks and trades with the Runt people of Meran. She left you."
Lonnigan's shell began to vibrate with a sudden, surging rage, though he did not let the expression on his face change. "You lie." His voice became deeper, the bass thrumming out in a weird harmony to the musical pitch of his ringing shell.
"She lied," Sen insisted. "She spun the tale of the Eye of Heaven and the sinking of her coracle to an old seadog, who she paid to come to you as witness. She despised you, and she feared you, so she lied and she left everything she'd ever known behind to escape."
Lonnigan felt his orange face bruising to red. These were his deepest secrets, flayed open by a child. His claws at his sides twitched. "One more word," he warned, his voice as gravelly as a Balast's, each word spat with restraint.
"When she arrived on the Islet she carved a figure of you out of sopwood," said Sen, "which she then burned, and buried in her aulk garden. She has taken a new man, one of the Runts, and your son Damaris now calls him father."
"You lie!"
Sen lifted his right misericorde and pointed it directly at Lonnigan's burning face. "He urinates on the burial place of the carving of you every night."
Lonnigan roared, lofted his bright mumpen claws, and swung. 
The blue blast rang off his shell an almighty musical clang; multiple notes at once that seemed in his ears to form a chord similar to the ones his mother sang him as a babe in arms. 
His great shelled body arced through the white with echoes of the blow knelling in his ears. He braced to land hard, but no sudden impact came; rather the white gathered about him, its cool touch gripping and tipping him until he felt firm ground beneath his feet. For a moment vertigo swirled through him, as the white released him and he staggered for balance, though he was already upright. 
The dark figure of Sen approached through the white mist. His misericordes were sheathed again and he walked calmly, with no sign upon him of the blast.
"What happened?" Lonnigan asked, all thought of their dispute driven from his mind by the blue flash of light.
"I said you were no match for me here," Sen answered. "You stand no chance."
Lonnigan clacked his mumpen claws and surveyed the white, seeking the foe that had hurled him so. "That was not you. It is not possible."
"It was."
Lonnigan stared. "Then what is it, some enchantment? Are you Craven? Unforgiven?" 
The boy shrugged. "Perhaps. What does it matter? I'm here."
"Then I will not be. Return me to my ship now!"
"Your ship has sunk, along with every soul on board. They are all dead, Lonnigan. Your folly led to this."
"Return me!"
Sen gave another calculating smile. "No. You've tried so hard to find the truth. Why would you want to run from it so soon?"
"I've no desire to hear your lies spewed like wortweed over the Haresdown. Return me!"
"Very well," said Sen, and the white was suddenly gone.
They stood on a long sandy beach. The ocean was a thick green before them, the sky azure blue and dusted with thin clouds. In the distance large nodular crags thrust up in strange patterns from a low cliffside, seeming almost organic in their bulbous proportions. Within many of the pods were round holes that could only be windows. 
"The Runt-towers," Sen said, pointing. "They build them out of paste they generate from their own bodies by eating the paplas grass, found only in these scant fathoms of sand dune. Like Appomatoxes, I suppose."
To Lonnigan, none of this had any meaning. "This is not my ship."
Sen turned to him, a look of tired patience evident on his face. "I told you, your ship has sunk."
"Then where are we?"
"Didn't I just say? We are on the Islet of Meran, near to where the Runts build their spittle towers, only a few fathoms from where your once-wife has built her shack and farms her aulks."
Lonnigan's eyes widened. "Laverne's here?"
Sen nodded. "She is. She must be tithing and shelling about now, I'd assume. Her husband is likely to be at the Runt Spumeworks, firing paste for more constructions."
"That's impossible."
"It's true," said Sen, and set out over the sand. For a time Lonnigan only watched him go, then lifted his heavy claws from the sand, hoisted his giant shell, and followed. 
 



 
 
AULKS
 
 
The shack sat atop a knoll of reed grass, surrounded by a loll of low black and scrubby plants, all of which seemed be in blossom, sprouting black buds and stalky ragged tubers. Their smell was powerful and musky, but not altogether unpleasant. 
Sen and Lonnigan stood on the brow of a sandy rise looking down at the shack. It seemed to be strung together out of flotsam and debris, stood upon a foundation of splintered masts and roofed with coranut husk. Its walls were of a rubbery hosing daubed with tar, with stretches of what looked like long-oars for support braces. At the side there lay an upturned barque keel serving as a back porch. The shack had no single design; rather it seemed to be a work in progress, similar to the nodular crags of the Runts.
Sen pointed at the spidery black plants in the garden. 
"The aulks live beneath that. They're a kind of shellfish, filter feeders that strain the deep sands. The plant roots simply provide a pre-filter lattice that catches and sieves oceanic plankton down to the aulks." He paused. "I forget where I learned that, now."
Lonnigan was ignoring him, staring at the higgledy shack. 
"I always thought we'd live by the sea," he murmured. 
"Your once-wife shells the aulks and sells them to the Runts," Sen went on. "She also weaves the black plants; they're called Oriole Grubs, named after Auroch the World Spider."
Lonnigan turned to face him, his expression inscrutable. 
"They're supposed to be her eggs," Sen added helpfully. 
"How do you know so much about her?"
"I've been spying on you for years now. Also I had my daughter learn everything about you. To learn what drives a man like you."
Lonnigan frowned. "You can't have a daughter. You're a boy yourself."
Sen shrugged. It wasn't much of an insult, really. "If it was my son in that shack, and my wife, I'd want to set things right. If I'd abandoned them, I'd want to apologize. Then I'd want to rethink my life, and set my unique gifts for leadership in another direction."
Lonnigan scowled. "You're not me."
"Then be a better Lonnigan Clay," Sen said, "not some mad Cray unable to see the mistakes he's made. You've been a bad husband and father. Accept it. And know this," he palmed one of his misericordes smoothly, holding it as a blatant threat, "if you harm your wife now, or your son, or even her husband in any way, I will kill you myself. Misericordes are designed for penetrating the chinks in armor, did you know that? I'll shuck you out of that shell with ease."
Lonnigan stared at him. Sen stared right back, unconcerned.
"You don't know me," Lonnigan said. 
Sen felt tired. He'd watched this Cray for so long, watched his lies upon lies bleeding into a kind of self-imposed madness. He'd thought finally cracking through the shell might provide some relief, but it didn't feel good. It just felt sad. 
"Don't I? I've followed your trail through the years, Lonnigan, learning what drives a man like you. How best to steer you."
For a moment Lonnigan's eyes burned into him. 
"No more lies," Sen said. "Go make peace with your ex-wife, and set yourself free. Set her free. You'll see." 
Lonnigan clacked his claws once; a threat, though Sen was not perturbed. He'd not been lying about the spikes. They really were excellent about cracking oysters.
Lonnigan set off down the rise, and Sen watched.
At the entrance to the black Oriole Grub garden the big Cray paused, then pushed open the low bleachwood fence and walked amongst the plants. They swayed sideways as his shadow fell across them, seeking out the sun. He entered the shack without knocking. Sen sat on the rise and waited. 
It had been a long, strange time, since he'd first seen Lonnigan on the forecastle of the Shall-I-Row. Sleepless days and nights had gone by, and he'd rarely stayed in one time, on one ship, in one place for more than an hour or so. He'd spied on Lonnigan, and read his thoughts, and hunted down rumors until finally he'd tracked his wife and son to this place. 
The hardest thing to accept was that Lonnigan had always known. Not that they were here in Meran, but that they weren't in the Eye. He'd never truly believed that, but some part of him; the hubris, the inflated sense of his own self, wouldn't let him believe that they'd just left him. He couldn't accept that he'd mistreated them, and neglected them, and because of that, they'd at last abandoned him.
He was Lonnigan Clay, the great pirate Cray. His armada made the oceans quake. He was not the kind of man whose wife played him for a fool. 
So he'd invented all of this.  
Sen sighed. What really mattered was what lay before him. The Darkness was always closing in, welling up through the Corpse World beneath him, but he still had today; this dusty sea air, raised voices from the shack, the coral pink sun sinking toward the green fronding waves. 
Those were good things. Other things felt more distant. His days with Freemantle in their white cell seemed mythical. His past in the Abbey spent alone was a bedtime story told to a naughty child, except for the bright spots of Alam, Daveron and of course Feyon.
For a little while he allowed himself to think of Feyon. He imagined her shelling the aulks, whittling away at their shells while he saw to the Oriole Grubs, watered them, emptied their salt pods, weeded away tufts and patches of spine grass. Was that the kind of life that awaited them, if he somehow saved the world? Would he too grow enamored with his own legend, and neglect her. 
Would she be there, waiting for him, if he could expel the Darkness? Would he even remember her by then?
He tried not to think about that. 
He became aware of a figure seated to his right. He didn't look. He knew who it was, and why they were there. He tried to hold on to the image of Feyon for as long as he could before it was pushed aside by other matters. 
"Are they just playthings to you, then?" Daveron asked. 
Sen bent a piece of reed grass in his fingers, watching it coil, tremble, then flick back up into place. Coil, flick, coil flick. After a few times it finally split and would bend no more. 
He turned to the little Moleman. Daveron was dressed in the red leather of a usury butcher, incongruous on that warm beach so far from Ignifer's city. Already his name was lost, though Sen knew he'd had it just a moment ago. Like leaves, these people just drifted away. Now he saw the Moleman and knew that he knew him, but it didn't affect him. 
"No," he answered. "Not playthings. More like pieces in a game. It's a grand game, friend." 
The Moleman's snout furrowed. "Friend. Would you have treated your own child the same way you did Craley?"
Sen patted the broken reed grass into the sand about him, and watched tiny sand gophers sprout their insectile heads up from their oval burr-traps, poke at the grass with their mandibles, then push it away. He was quite sure he didn't have a child. Perhaps, one day, Feyon and he would make a baby. If the Corpse World survived. If so many things fell into place. 
"My mother did the same to me," he said. "I survived."
"She did. And she did it to us, too. She used us all, and how many of us survived?"
Sen snorted. That was funny. "She had no choice. Neither do I."
"We both know that's not true. You've had a choice all along."
Sen sighed and leaned back on the sand, enjoying the last rays of warm sunlight before the lapping bowl of the Haresdown Sea sucked it down like a big runny egg. Choice was an interesting question. He'd thought about that when he'd sat on the Gutrock before Seem's exhumed crater. 
He'd chosen Craley, then. Let the world die, he'd thought, just don't make my daughter be alone until she dies. That, abruptly, had seemed the most important thing. But choosing that had made everything else distant. He'd chosen to let them die. 
"I know. The choice to stop fighting."
"Let it go," said the Moleman. 
"Let it go," Sen repeated. "So easy to say. In the end, it doesn't really matter."
"Of course it does. You should know that more than anyone, after what you did to me. It matters if all you do is cause more pain."
"Pain can be good," Sen mused, and pointed to the shack. "He needs this. It's a good pain for him."
"Better than his madness, you think. Are you always the judge, Sen?"
Sen almost laughed. "Show me someone better equipped to decide than I."
"What of the Darkness? It brings relief. The decisions are at an end. You no longer would need to hurt those closest to you. You wouldn't need to lie anymore. No more betrayals."
"And I'd be dead. You'd be dead."
"You would be at peace."
Sen surveyed the spreading purple welter of the sunset. "This is peace."
"This is a lie," said the Moleman. "The Darkness is rising, Sen, and you can't run from it forever."
"I'm not running. Nor am I a liar." He pointed toward the shack. "I've told him only the truth."
"As you told Craley the truth? As you told the Moth Abbess the truth? You manipulate them all, as you manipulated me."
"I hurt you," said Sen. He didn't remember it, but there was a sense there somehow. "But I don't feel it. It may not be real. What can I say?"
"Say you'll be honest. Why are you doing this, Sen? Answer for yourself at least, if you can't answer to me."
He wondered about that. There was Feyon, of course, and Alam. He'd like to see his mother again and ask her questions. He had some sense of his city still, bright memories of racing about it and high adventures, but was that enough to do all this? Was it for Craley, to give his 'daughter' a chance in a world that could go on?
"I don't want to fail you," he said at last.
"But you don't even know who I am, do you?"
Sen turned to where the figure had been, but it was gone. The memory of it faded like the stars at dawn, and he was left looking at a rounded space in the sand.
"No," he said, and turned back to the shack. Smoke riffled from numerous chinks in the cobbled together canopy.
The stars came out. The constellation of Saint Ignifer moved overhead, high in the sky here in the southern hemisphere, forever seeming that he would overtake Auroch, the World Spider, and always failing. 
A series of loud bangs and barks came from the hut. By starlight Sen saw the flimsy building shake, then Lonnigan staggered out. The door slammed shut behind him, and echoes reverberated over the still beach. Insects like shellaby bugs hummed in the air, vibrating softly, casting little bergs of glowing yellow luminance. 
He looked to the Spittle-crags of the Runts. They were alight in places too, a giant strange constellation written against the night sky. 
Soon Lonnigan stood before him. There were black smudge marks coating his chest, his face, and down his powerful arms. From his claws dripped something that looked like blood. 
"It's my blood," he said, his voice heavy. 
"And your wife?"
"I tried to tell her I loved her still." He sighed. "But that was a lie. A stupid lie. She tried to kill me."
Sen patted the sand by his side. After a while Lonnigan sat down, his shell ringing sweetly off the sand. Together they watched the stars glide slowly overhead. Occasionally comets flashed by.
Sen spoke into the humming, sea-lapping quiet. "Memories of the Heart." 
"Hmm?"
"The comets. My mother used to say that, when I was very small. She called them Memories of the Heart."
"That's beautiful," Lonnigan said, then turned. "Do you speak with the Heart, Sen?"
Sen considered. He thought about Freemantle, so very far away, locked in his cell at the command of a blind god that he'd never met. "I don't know. Perhaps."
"And he tells you to fight. He sent you to me, to save the world?"
"Our world. And yes, I think he sent me, in a way. I came."
They watched as several more comets flashed briefly in the velvet black sky. There were so many more stars visible there, on that beach, than there ever had been in Ignifer's city. He could see all the constellations he'd ever learned; so many stories circling overhead that he could hardly begin to understand the sweep of them, the broad strokes. 
Craley's omnichron tapestry would organize them. The Saint had woven them together. Now the army would do the same, in a battle that joined all the defeated, all the lost heroes who looked toward the end, and charged into the Dark. 
"What do the Heart's memories say?" asked Lonnigan.
Sen gave a slow shrug. "Nobody knows. They flash in the sky, then they're gone. Burnt out, like our lives. We use them up, Lonnigan. Do you know what I mean? We use them, and then they're gone."
Lonnigan looked over at Sen. "Why so maudlin? I'm the one whose wife just tried to kill him. You're scarcely twenty years old, what have you got to be so miserable about?"
Sen sighed. "I've already lost half of them. More than half. They flashed by."
"You speak in riddles."
Sen turned to him. "But you'll help me, won't you?" 
Lonnigan gave a dry laugh. "Fight the Rot," he enunciated, voicing each word clearly, distinctly. "Banish the Darkness. It's one for the story books."
"It is. What else have you got, now?" 
Lonnigan shrugged, lifting his shell musically. "Nothing, I suppose. Nothing now. I'm dead to her; I suppose I was for a long time, and I can only blame myself. Too much time on the water." He sighed. "Too much arrogance. It makes a mockery of my whole life, now that she's truly gone. I thought I was doing these things for her. For Damaris."
"But you weren't, were you?"
Lonnigan sighed. "No. I wasn't."
They sat for three more comet flashes, memories from the Heart briefly flaming, lighting up their small section of the sky, then fading away without a sign. 
"I wish you'd never brought me here," Lonnigan said.
"I understand that. But you'll help me."
"You're asking me to die for you. For a war far from my time, against an enemy who will probably win in the end anyway."
Sen smiled. "It may. We don't know that. Nothing is written."
Lonnigan laughed sourly. "From what you say, it seems that everything is. A hopeless cause against an enemy that has already won. If I wanted I could start a new life here too, find a new woman and raise another family."
Sen bent another flex of bowgrass, watched its fibers take the strain, bend, crack. "But you won't. I know that." He pointed down to the shack, from which low sobbing could be heard periodically, as the tide winds shifted. "She knew it. You are for the sea, Lonnigan, like any good Cray."
"I'm not a good Cray."
Sen looked into his stalky eyes. This moment mattered. He could feel the big Cray changing like clay beneath his hands. Maybe this was worth it. "But you'll help me."
Lonnigan let out a long sigh. "Aye. I'll help." 
 



 
 
LONNIGAN CLAY II
 
 
Lonnigan came back to consciousness wrapped in cold and dark. From all around him came the sound of creaking timbers and dripping water, as the ocean above crushed down. The air smelled of static and gear-oil, which meant he was in the Foc'sle hold, where they'd stored the bombe. He remembered yanking hatches shut after him as he fell through the ship, and silently thanked the Shrew for insisting it be caulked to water-tightness between every deck. 
Sen had warned him what would follow. He'd said it would be hard, but he was ready for hard. Sitting there in the groaning dark, surrounded by all the evidence of his endless follies, he could feel nothing other than his failure. Mollie had tried to talk him around. He only wished he'd listened. 
Now he had to do better. He wanted to be a better Cray.
The creaking grew louder, dragging him back to the present. The Shall-I-Row must have settled on the ocean floor by now, and the weight of water above it would be a tremendous vise, relentlessly pressing down. He had to get out, but his legs were trapped.
"Bomsy?" he called, though he held out little hope. The sound echoed strangely, hinting at water in the hull. "Mollie?"
There was no answer. Could any of them have survived the sinking of the ship? 
He took a deep breath, tensed his whole frame, and sucked his body back inside its Cray shell. His legs slid out from under the beam holding them down, and his shell rocked for a moment on the pitch black deck. Then he bloomed back out and stood in the darkness. "Bomsy?" he called again, "Mollie?" 
Water dripped down on his head.
He reached up to press gently against the hatch cover, testing the tension; it had some give, which meant the ocean was not directly above him. He un-clasped the hatch and climbed up to the next deck, which should have been the Orlop crew quarters, but the heavy scent in the air was confusing; a mixed stench of pitch, piss, spent saltpeter and rot. It took him only a moment longer to understand why, as he reached up and hit a low ceiling which curved.
Water spumed down between thin cracks in the boards overhead. This was the bilge deck.
The ship had come to rest keel-up in the ocean.
He started downward, climbing through the Foc'sle then into the Orlop in darkness, calling Bomsy and Mollie, though still no answer came. This would be another weight on his shell. He groped around near the hatches but felt no bodies; not one of his hundred-odd navvies who'd made it below decks.
At the Staunch deck he hit the water line. He took a deep breath and dived, then swam down through further decks in complete darkness, guiding himself by feel. At the final hatch to the poop deck he saw a glowing yellow Castle-of-Clouds jellyfish, with a train of young shimmering along behind it. By its dim light in the motey ocean he swam through the open hatch to where the ocean floor waited. 
He looked up to survey his ship; the trebuchet mast had been torn away in the tumble, rupturing the ship open at the quarterdeck. The forecastle and sterncastle were buried in silt-clouded sand, suspending the poop deck at barely twice Lonnigan's height. Further down the oardeck doors hung open and a heap of dark shapes rested beneath it; the bodies of his navvies. More weight. There was nothing he could do for them now.  
He swam by the Castle-of-Clouds' light, following the poop deck as his ceiling until he hit the railings at the edge, where he looked up the long curving side of the Shall-I-Row to the murky blue light of the surface far overhead. A rumble came from the vessel, then there was a flow in the water as the ocean's vise finally cracked the bilge deck, beginning a cascade failure which would flatten the ship. 
With one claw in a cannon mount and the other in a tangle of rigging, Lonnigan launched himself up.
* * *
On the surface he bobbed in his shell, like a coracle boat. It was dusk, and weak gray light filtered through the yellow clouds distant to the west. The Sheckledown Sea seemed black around him.
"Bomsy!" he cried at the top of his lungs. "Mollie!" No answer came. There were no other survivors bobbing on the water. He was alone, and the white bulge of Heaven's Eye was nowhere to be seen. 
He bobbed on the ocean for three days, barely moving, taking short, panting breaths, as the weight of his whole world collapsed like his ship. He remembered his arrogance, saying to the Shrew that he could not live a lie. But he had. He didn't know now if what he'd seen in the white space was real, but the things that Sen showed him felt true. 
His wife and son had not been taken by the Eye, as he'd believed for so long. That was a fantasy and he'd poured himself into it, the great Lonnigan Clay. A part of him had always known, yet like a scarab-sot deep in his addiction, he'd sought his way out through the bottom, and turned his rage to the Eye. 
This was the bottom, now. There was no way to be the man he'd been before. He had to chart a new path, though he wasn't sure how, so he floated, exiled and alone. 
In three days he ate nothing and drank nothing, until on the morning of the fourth day a Jalopy goose landed on his shell. He watched the flock's V-shape migrating overhead. It seemed a sign from the Heart that he should not die, so with one snip of his claws he beheaded the bird and ate it raw.
By the fifth day he was hearing voices, and sometimes seeing his crew in the distance. Bomsy spoke to him often, paddling somewhere just behind his head, but when Lonnigan spun his coracle-shell to answer, Bomsy was gone. Still, he enjoyed the conversation, even if he mostly talked about the clouds. Some of the clouds looked like Bunnymen, said Bomsy, though others looked like Wyverns, breathing wild fire over the Sheckledown.
Half-moon Mollie he sometimes caught glimpses of, walking over the waves with the shadowy grace inherent to her kind, but she never spoke to him or looked his way. Her rattan hairs slithered on the ocean's top, like snakes through grass. She'd paid the cost of his madness.
Van Sant didn't appear. Lonnigan knew Van Sant was gone.
On the sixth day it rained. Lonnigan crawled his stiff body out of the shell and swam alongside as the rain collected inside. He swam weakly for hours, hoping for enough for one good gulp. When the rain was done he dipped the shell down to his mouth and the water slid down his throat like fresh air.
Shortly after that he swam. He left his shell floating on the surface and dived into the ocean. His eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, until several fathoms down he sighted a school of silver Finbars circling brightly. He descended and caught three easily as they swirled around him at the eye. He held them in his hinterlimbs and swam back to his shell, where he ate at his leisure. 
Sometimes he caught sight of the Eye of Heaven in the distance, as if taunting him, but it did not hold the appeal for him that it once had. Perhaps there were secrets inside, but they weren't his secrets to ask or demand. He no longer saw his crewmates; little Bomsy and Mollie both fell silent, leaving him alone on the great wide ocean.
Yet he wasn't alone. There were the Castles-of-Clouds pumping their strange, heart-like bodies below him. There were gulls and geese sweeping by overhead. There were Ptarmigan pods on the horizon, and once he saw a flotilla of leaping dolphins.
Time passed.
He found he could hold his breath longer, and dive deeper. He grew strong and sun-weathered. The clouds above were full of meaning and the seas below full of life. In time he managed to dive all the way down to his lost ship.  
The Shall-I-Row lay becalmed amidst upsurges of growing seaweed and anemone on the sea floor, with barnacles taking root already on its bows. Her keel was broken in two where the sea had flattened it. Seeing it like that sparked an intense, implacable regret. All his navvies had trusted him, and he'd used them like candles to burn. Mollie and Bomsy and Van Sant had believed in his vision, because he'd asked them to, even if he hadn't truly believed it himself. 
Sen's lost war began to seem brighter. A war for all the world. Perhaps that way he could begin to repay some of his debts. 
On his second trip he gathered up some of the looser timbers, dislodged in the wreck, and carried them to the surface, where he left them in his shell. He made a third and fourth trip for more lumber, and on the fifth he snipped away whole lengths of sail and rigging that hadn't yet rotted, and on the surface he built a raft. 
He brought up a barrel for holding rainwater. He caught and hung fish to dry off his new mast and crossbar, fashioned from stretches of old railing. He tethered his two sails with reworked rigging knots, and soon enough unfurled into the wind and set a course by the Rot in the dark night sky, bound for Ignifer's city. 
* * *
He came in on the trade winds, as summer was fading to autumn. The city walls hung white like chalky cliffs over the harbor and docks. He paddled his raft into the HellWest harbor, where once his arrival would have led to an impromptu carnival in the streets, feting the buccaneer king. Now he moored silently at the Crellathon Quay. 
People surrounded him, but not because they knew who he was. Without his crew, without his trebuchet-masted ship, who was he? He cut through the ranks of castes like they were waves, pressing a path he had never taken before, but knew well from all the times he'd thought about taking it. 
He came to rest in a graveyard in Carroway, off White and Gimble lane in the Dyers quarter. The air was filled with the scent of persimmons and mauve as the bleaching fires browned their colors, to blend the fabrics high castes would wear in the King's Roy. 
At a large mossed-over grave he sat, and traced the timeworn words with the tips of his claws.
Laverne and Damaris Clay
Lost from the Salubrious.
May they rest eternal In the Heart's Embrace.
He'd never believed they were dead. They weren't dead now. But this was the closest he would ever come to them again. 
* * *
The next day with the dawn over the Sunsmelters wall he ambled to the Hugueknot merchant house off Grammaton Square and drew out the last of the Shrew's trade savings.
At the HellWest docks he bartered for a lease on a new ship. As he walked the planks from quay to quay navvies began to recognize him; the great orange diamante shell, the massive mumpen claws, the stark jut of his oblong head. He heard their whispers and awe, that this was the Cray who warred with the gods and lived.
Perhaps he would finally turn that legend to good. 
That night in the Gyre'n'Gimble alehouse, not far from his new ship the Ten Fathoms Hence, he held a crowd of roughed-up and worn-down navvies rapt throughout the bar chime for last orders with his tales of his war on Heaven's Eye. They cheered at the bombe sailing by overhead. They shivered as Van Sant made his farewells and greeted those he loved. They fell silent as Sen told his own tale of the Rot and the Darkness and a great war to come. They leaned forward, utterly gripped, as he described his survival on the ocean's surface, alone. They applauded as he finished, with him striding up into the Gyre'n'Gimble to tell the tale.
Many begged to join his crew; for the chance of glory, for the chance to be remembered and pass into legend, for the chance to die in the service of a truly great man who built new ships from the sunken bones of the old, who blew a hole in the armor of Heaven's Eye and defied the very gods when they tried to smite him down with a valley in the waves, who lived on to tell the tale and lead another battalion out to fight again.
The Ten Fathoms Hence sailed a month later, loaded down with navvies, supplies, and all the materials he would need to build an immense bow-like ballista down the center of the ship. The huge weapon made conventional masts impossible, so instead his sails extended diagonally outward to port and starboard, catching winds no other ship dared to harness. At full sail the new ship looked like a magnificent white bird, gliding effortlessly and low over the world's oceans.
In time they came to call him the Albatross.
 



 
 
LORD QUILL I
 
 
It was morning, and the Drazi war swarm encamped on the siege plain below the city of Ignifer were preparing to attack. Lord Quill lay naked on his bed in a turret of the southern wall, his muscular Quartz body drifted with the limbs of sleeping damasks. His skin now lay fallow, gray as a Balast, but intermittent sparks twitched beneath the smooth surface. 
The damasks sighed in their sleep, their skin so colorful against his, even by the faint dawn light. Were there three? He couldn't make them out clearly. One of them beside him groaned low, hardly the coquetry of a courtesan damask, and Quill smiled. Underneath the paint and the performance there were always real people, and in many ways that was the part he liked best. 
The Grammaton chimed for All Gather, and he lifted himself from his nest amongst their bodies. His fine robes, gifted to him by King Alium, lay on the floor like fallen leaves. Bending to retrieve them, he was reminded of how the King had prostrated himself in his Pale Chamber when he gave Quill all of this; his harem, his treasury, his Lordship and the sword of the city.  
Quill had bowed low, shown grace as he'd been honored so highly, but inside he'd felt like laughing. There was no hope for the city any more. Nothing that gold or titles could buy would stop the hordes of Drazi. Yet he'd taken the gold anyway, the robes and the titles, and draped himself in them proudly. He'd raised the Oriole blade high, and the King had thanked him again and again. Of course he had. Lord Quill was the last Man of Quartz. 
Down the side of the bed he spotted two more damasks sleeping on the floor rugs; a Pinhead and some kind of Gull, its wings furled over it like a blanket. Added to the buxom Euphlact, sexless grasshopper-ish Sectile and the Gawk on the bed, that made five. Five wasn't bad. 
He strode to the turret of the tower and looked out over the blasted ruin that the city had become. The stale fog of disease hung everywhere in a smoky pall, thickened by the endless corpse fires burning in the Manticore and the dust shaken up by the demolition squads. 
He'd ordered the destruction of the outer districts himself, but still it never failed to dismay him. Plaguebreaks had been necessary to halt the spreading infection, but the demolition had fomented its own corruption; the stink of open sewers and exhumed corpses was abhorrent and terrible for his soldiers' morale. Now all that remained was an expansive cinderfield, a killing plain of ash and ruins. 
He sighed, as he often did when unobserved. Everything was triage now, delaying the moment the city would fall. It made him frustrated; the war, the Drazi, the whole blazed continent. Nobody would survive this. 
"Idiots," he whispered, his fingers clenching over the balcony railing hard enough to crumple the copper. 
In the distance over the southern wall he surveyed the glistening Drazi vats, lit from within by their alchemical fires. The dark swarm spread around them, filling the churned Sump farmlands to the horizon with a brown blanket of seething flesh. They were rousing already for their morning assault. 
There'd be time enough for that soon, and Quill looked away, to Grammaton Square where several regiments had been billeted in the encircling townhouses. At least the Grammaton clock tower had escaped his demolition orders. It was a symbol now of the city's defiance, though its slender pink was blackened with soot. In its teetering shadow hawkers on the black market struggled to sell what pitiful few scrapings they could scavenge from the dead. 
No one had anything now. There was nothing to sell but that which was stolen or mined from the ruins. Ignifer's city had become a charnel house, ripped at by perpetual siege, and it disgusted him.
The balcony railing snapped under his iron grip. 
The Drazi.
The name alone filled him with rage. He could never kill enough of them, no matter how many times he strode the battlements, striking sparks with the Oriole blade and burning all those who came near. He slaughtered them all day, but more always sprung up in their place; malformed, goggle-eyed, hungry.
The Grammaton chimed again, the familiar pattern of All Gather; the signal for a Drazi assault. 
He left the balcony and turned to the metal stand upon which his armor rested, tensing the muscles that caused his skin to fire. He shucked off the robe but already it was too late, the fine threads sparked and in moments the garment was only charred ash on the floor. He wondered if there would ever be another like it. If the Drazi took Ignifer, there'd be no stopping them. They would flow across the continent like lava, consuming all until there wasn't a thinking creature left upon the Corpse World's face. 
He focused on his armor. It was roughly-shaped, after being hammered afresh every night. He slapped the broad breastplate to his chest, the greaves and chausses to his legs and thighs, the gauntlets and pauldrons to his hands and shoulders, then stood for a moment as the silver began to melt. It ran evenly over his burning body, melting and affixing. In battle it would ebb and flow with his movements, forming an outer crust that afforded protection perfectly aligned to his form. 
A sharp intake of breath came, and he turned to find one of the female damasks awake. He controlled the rage he felt inside, and offered her a broad and sincere smile. 
"You should rest," he said, his burning throat producing a deep, fluid tone. "You had a hard night."
Despite her obvious fear, this statement had something of the desired effect, and she gave a faint smile. It was an effort, but everything cost effort now. Their lovemaking had cost effort, but it was all to a purpose; so they could feel his strength, and then spread word of that strength through the city. 
Quill was a god. Quill could not be stopped. Quill killed Drazi in their hundreds by day and tupped the King's damasks by the bedload by night. Building a legend around himself was one of the most effective ways he'd learned to buttress flagging morale.  
It didn't hurt that he enjoyed it, as well. 
"They're coming again," said the woman. The fatigue of constant fear was clear in her eyes. She'd woken with the end of the alarm chimes, then. It meant he hadn't been able to quell the fear from her fully that night, and that concerned him. Usually his bedload of damasks were inspired after they'd spent such time in his company. 
Yet this woman was still afraid, and if he let that fear fester now all his work would be undone. The rest of them would wake alone and uncomforted, and go to their fellows where they'd spread that loneliness and fear in their looks, their faces, their sallow words. So it would spread down to the lowest of the damasks, who would spread it to his soldiers, within whom the fighting spirit he needed so badly would fade even faster. 
"Delay, isn't it?" he said sharply.
Her eyes were fixed on the window, on the skies where an ugly Drazi creation with multiple misshapen wings might at any moment appear, yet on hearing her name she spun to face him.
"Yes," she said, though her tone was as dull as her eyes. 
"Attend to your master," he barked, loud enough to startle her and rustle several of the others to wakefulness. 
"Yes, Lord Quill," she said swiftly, the creeping malaise replaced briefly by fear of his boiling hand. 
He'd tried that path before, of punishment, but it had brought him no pleasure or reward. His cruelty with them had led to fear, and then always to contempt. They obeyed him and hated him for it. His soldiers heard and began to see their leader as a beater of damasks. Rumors propounded; that he was lax, an impotent, unable to serve fully in the bedchamber. 
That was wars ago now, in his youth when there'd been no one to guide him. Wars had passed, though, and he'd learned better ways. Fear of pain at his hand was always superseded by fear of death at the enemy's, so it was that fear of the enemy he had to battle in their minds. In that battle his chief weapon was hope. He had to show these people that there would be something after this, that a new and better life would follow, to help them endure the present. He had to embody that hope in himself. 
On the blazing battlefield it was easy. As a Man of Quartz he was near un-killable. Swathed in his molten silver armor, striding amongst the ranks of scrabbling Drazi, he was a living god. 
Behind the city walls though, in the bedchambers, it had been harder. He had had to learn new techniques, so that his war went on without end; throughout the day and the night both. 
Delay was looking at him now, her pupils dilated wide. 
"How many Drazi do you think I will kill out there today?" he asked her lazily, as another soldier might boast.
She was surprised by the question. Soldiers were under orders not to discuss the fighting with their damasks, for fear that the barbarism on the walls would creep into the core of the city. Of course, all the men and women in his command did so. It was another thing Quill had learned, a way to let the soldiers feel they were not only following the strongest, greatest general that ever lived, but also bucking his laws to some extent. It empowered them, lending them some of the strength they saw in him and making them feel closer to being his equal. 
Of course a few would take it too far, and think it an excuse for further improprieties: sleeping on sentinel duty, drunkenness on the rampart, even speaking out against the war. 
These Quill expected. He had seen them before. He treated with them swiftly and starkly, first with a simple verbal warning, second with execution by his own boiling hand. His warriors learned to respect the line, yet he always had to kill a few in the beginning. He didn't enjoy that either, but it was necessary. This was war. 
The frightened damask didn't answer. 
"Delay," he soothed, his voice now as smooth as liquid topaz. "It's all right. How many?"
She stammered in her answer. "Hundreds, probably, your Lordship."
He smiled, and feigned being impressed. "Between two and three hundred, that's right. You're a smart woman. I could use your sort in my Decatate."
He moved to collect his sword, then paused, as though struck by an idea. The young damask flinched slightly as he turned back to her.
"Can you speak in Pre-Mantic?" he asked.
"I, uh, I know a few words."
Quill nodded at this. "I will need Pre-Mantic ambassadors for the Feraz embassy, when this skirmish is done. You might be perfect for it."
The girl reddened. Quill smiled inwardly.
"Your Lordship is too kind," she began, but he cut across her, his tone firm again.
"See that this room is cleaned properly. There will be an inspection. This night you will be here again, along with the seven damasks of your choosing, and you will show me how well you can serve a man in the Pre-Mantic tongue."
His tone was firm, but at the end he winked. 
Her mouth fell open. He had invited her back. He had offered her a future position that would raise her far above the ranks of the King's slatterns, to a position of true power. He had given her orders, lanced them with hope, and also appealed to the expertise of the damask craft. 
He could tell she was about to gush out some inane gratitude, and he forestalled her with a raised hand. Better that she keep that debt inside herself, unspent, that it would fuel her day and all those she interacted with. 
"Don't thank me," he commanded. "You've yet to prove yourself. In Pre-Mantic, tonight."
He retrieved the sword of Oriole and left the room. As he jogged down the spiral stone staircase from the turret the excited gossip of the damasks echoed round the walls. It was a trick he used almost every morning, though with different permutations. He used it with both the damasks and the soldiers, and they all responded well. 
He offered them a future.
At the base of the turret stairs he called to his Decatate, the expert honor guard that fought with him at all times. They ran to him, their silver armor sparkling in a faint echo of his own molten skin. Over the Sunsmelters wall the first wave of desperate Drazi burst like a living wave, and Quill led the charge into their midst.
 



 
 
BATTLE I
 
 
Battle lasted for longer than usual that day, through the Grammaton's drunkenly tolled chimes for All Forth, Second Coming, Heeding Wake and All Rally. The Drazi came at them without rest, hauling their haphazard bodies over the grindstone battlements and into the defenders' forest of blades, buckshot, and pikes. 
Once they may have had a master, a Painman the likes of the Bunnyman King who had designed and marshaled them in long disciplined lines, but not any more. Now their master was gone and they were a stupid, diseased tide that washed over the land, sucking the life and marrow from villages, woodlands and croplands whole, living only to consume. 
Quill had slain many thousands of them. 
At the start they had been easy to kill. Their throats were soft and their underbellies brittle; built out of weak young children, built out of grizzled old man's bones, built out of mudworms and fresh tree sap and grass. They stuttered and moaned, those that had mouths. Some had no features at all, some had three heads, some scuttled like spiders on a bed of men's arms, some had thorny front carapaces and nothing but jellied blood and bone in back.
At the start killing them had been as comedic as it was horrific. When their lumbering bodies had first come over the churned Sump fields, they were met by the King's Halberdiers, by Lord Quill's Decatate, and even by the citizenry at large. Ignifer's forces had eviscerated them with ease, tearing their bodies to pieces and leaving them in huge quivering piles. That first day had been an orgy of disgust and violence. The towering piles of corrupted Drazi flesh that scattered the landscape were obscene.
They were also fuel. The remnant Drazi dug vats into the earth and filled them with their own dead, from which they mogrified a second batch.
These new breed Drazi were different. Gone were the most horrific mogrifications, the most inept, the most easily butchered, and in their place came something more like the Malakite caste; ape-like creatures with thick knurls of muscle. Yet they still boasted random dangling limbs, with fangs and claws where they shouldn't be, with useless eyes embedded in their elbows and their innards garlanded like a crown about their heads, and that led the King's troops into believing they hadn't really changed. 
The forces of Ignifer's city rode out once more to the slaughter, and were in turn slaughtered. Citizens who'd emerged wielding nothing more than raking hoes and kitchen knifes were mauled to death. Neophyte Halberdiers who broke formation in the glee of anticipated butchery were torn from their saddles and ripped to pieces. Older Molemen streamed out in their red tubing suits with blatting clubs wielded high and were run down by creatures that fanged them in the back and dragged them under. Hundreds died before the retreat was sounded. 
From the safety of the wall Lord Quill watched the bodies of his fallen forces dragged back to the vats, where they were steeped in glowing light, and stewed, and by the dawn reanimated as the latest incarnation of the Drazi. Again, these fought better. Again, their useless mogrifications were fewer. They sharpened themselves ceaselessly upon loss, somehow sharing what they'd learned in death through the mogrification of their vats. 
The next night Lord Quill led his Decatate on a raid into the thick of the Drazi encampment. They cast explosive charges into the breeding vats and set the siege plain to flaming chaos. It seemed that victory was theirs. 
Yet noxious smoke from the vat fires washed over the city, and carried the Drazi infection with it. Corpse smoke fumed in the avenues and alleyways of the old Yore district, rolling through the Diadem and into artisanal Carroway and the craftsman's Calk, filtering into the many river-falls of the Levi, seeping into sewers and weirs and rising up to corrupt the homes of the highest caste. 
Drazi sprang up amongst the citizenry. The first struck in the King's palace, as Dukes, Earls and courtesans were reduced to ravening beasts that slaughtered and mogrified dozens more before they could be slain. 
Still the smoke thickened and spread. Panic filled the city. The King's Halberdiers were roused and went from door to door with smoke masks stuffed with protective herbs, killing any who showed signs of the Drazi sickness, but they couldn't halt the flood, and often fell to the disease themselves.
Fresh outbreaks continued to erupt, and the city went mad, turning against itself as the wealthy fled their infected districts and charged across the Levi bridges to the north. The poor denizens of Jubilante and the hilly neighborhoods circling the rusted Aigle skyship in the Gutrock foothills were usurped and expelled from their homes, as the King sent his Halberdiers ahead to clear the path. 
The city fell into civil war, as over the course of one day the rich and the poor halves of the city changed places across the Levi River. Tens of thousands of evicted peoples were driven into the filthy Levi water, churning now with Drazi fallout.
Many of them drowned, and those that learned to swim were picked off by the King's archers. Within a few days the far banks, where once the walled loop of the city containing the Sanctor and Grielry Fop districts, the King's Yor and all the buildings of court, fell silent.
Lord Quill put forward his demolition plans, and the King swiftly approved them. The bridges were reopened, Quill's Decatate along with the King's engineers swept into the ghostly realms of the elite, and every structure within a fathom of the wall was destroyed. Every last Drazi infection was hunted down and taken to the Manticore, where Molemen erected three huge smokestacks to burn them, in accordance with the winds. 
Thousands were slaughtered, infected and uninfected alike. A quarter of the city was leveled, including the Yor palace, but the infection was finally forced under control, and something akin to calm fell over what remained. 
Then the Drazi started coming over the walls. 
Lord Quill was the first to the ramparts with his Decatate at his back, slaughtering Drazi with a wild ferocity, but every day they returned faster and leaner, more adept at climbing and better equipped to fight. They had learned in death, and shared that knowledge in the vat.
The onslaught became a constant siege. There were no more sallies outside the walls to burn the Drazi vats. Slain Drazi were to be dropped within the walls onto the newly rubbled cinderfields, where masked Ogrics and Mogs would ferry them for disposal. So the wall became a kind of manufactory line for processing living Drazi into dust. 
Every day they flung themselves at the wall, and every day Quill slaughtered them and burned their bodies; day after day, week after week. Gradually supplies in the city depleted. One by one the sources of fresh water, the thirteen wells sunk deep into the bedrock of the newly-named Roy, dried up.
Yet there were always more Drazi. 
Delegations came from nearby nations to witness the slaughter, and returned to their homes with tales of an unstoppable foe. Some of those nations sat back to wait for the fall of Ignifer, thinking they would ride in once the killing was over and take the city at the center of the world. Others, terrified at the prospect of being over-run themselves, prepared for their own siege to come. 
Few sent aid to Ignifer's city. Few sent their young to die in a hopeless war. So the land north of Ignifer's city fell as silent as the south. Runners carried messages back and forth until Quill realized no more help was forthcoming. His cries for reinforcements, his simple argument that Ignifer's city was the floodgate holding back the swarm, was ignored. Neighbor nations shuttered themselves in with their supplies and soldiers and hunkered down to wait. 
The Drazi kept coming, and soldiers died every day. The people fell sick with malnutrition, and mutters of desertion spread. Quill fought on, but time was running out. It seemed there was a limit to all things, even hope.
* * *
A Drazi carrying a pronged bone-rake leapt over the wall, springing up as so many of them did now, using the catapli-like windings of muscle coiled in their lower backs. It stabbed the rake hard, and Lord Quill sidestepped neatly, flicking the sword of Oriole out to neatly behead the thing with a shiver of steam. He kicked its tumbling corpse down from the wall so as not to clog the ramparts. 
Another leaped up, and another, while several more sped toward him from either side. He whirled on the first and speared it in the air, his super-heated blade sinking into its tough hide like a Gull diving on the Sheckledown. As it fell its weight dragged his wrist around, slicing the blade sideways from its body so its guts sizzled down his forearm. 
He brought the blade back up in a half arc and sliced the second Drazi from groin to skull. The two halves separated and fell either side of him, showering him with more gore that burned quickly off his silver-coated skin. 
He spun and punched the tip of the blade through the throat of the Drazi to his left, ducked beneath the bone spur thrust of the one to his right and reached out to clamp his silver gauntleted left hand around its throat, burning through its neck in seconds. 
A pike glanced off his thigh and lodged against his foot. He braced his knee against it and snapped it in two, then spun and hurled the roasted Drazi in his left hand at its bearer, sending them both down to the ground below. 
Something clashed by his ear and he spun, to see a young man in light leather armor, not of the Decatate, parry away a Drazi club-fist from Quill's head with a pair of long crossed misericordes. Quill slew the beast with an easy backhand, nodded his thanks to the young dark-haired man, then leapt back into the fray. 
He slew hundreds. The fighting lasted until the last rays of the sun went down, as ever, and the Drazi tide retreated in one fluid movement. 
As dusk fell he walked the inner siege line, seeing to it that every wounded man was carried away, to the Bodyswell for tending for some, to the Manticore fires for those who would die in transit. He hefted Drazi corpses to Ogric body carts himself, winked at shy gatherings of damask lingering at the cinderfield's edge, and wiped the last remnants of burning silver armor from his body into a bucket of cool water, to be recast in the night. 
At the battlement he surveyed the Drazi flood. There were no lights amongst them bar the vats; three huge eyes that glowed limpidly, shifting between green, orange and brown. They fed into the largest vat in the center via long radial aqueducts of flickering matter. The central vat was the one he'd ordered burned in the first assault. He'd tossed the incendiary himself, refined naphtha in a fused barrel. The Drazi had refilled it within a day. It was almost as large as Grammaton Square, and spewed out an endless procession of new breeds.
He watched the rippling vats as his hot Quartz skin cooled. By moonlight he could just make out the shuffling bodies as they were birthed. There was a strange beauty in it; the coruscating pools, the clockwork movement of bodies, the fields of creatures of various generations lying to sleep in the dark, seeing the same stars and the same world as him. What did they think, he wondered, if they thought at all? Was there anything more to them than rawest hunger?
The clacking of clog-booted feet came from the stairwell beside him, and he turned to see the young man from the wall. He was clearly weary, blood-spattered but strong, wearing his long misericorde spikes holstered at his thighs. 
"Lord Quill," the youth said, bowing at the waist.
"You don't need to bow to me, son," replied the Man of Quartz, his voice gruff. "You saved me an embarrassment on the wall today." 
The young man stood silently for a moment. "It was an honor."
"You have my sincere thanks." The young man bowed again, and Quill waved it away, gesturing to the rampart wall by his side. "Join me. Enjoy the view."
The young man moved to the rampart edge and looked out over the Drazi horde. 
"I haven't seen you before," said Quill, studying his sharp gray eyes. "Are you with Pleny's fourth?"
The young man nodded. "I just joined recently. I was a scribe, of sorts, before the war."
"Letters, words," Quill mused. "A fine profession. Where did you learn to wield the misericordes so fluently?"
"I taught myself, mostly. Since I was young."
Quill grunted in appreciation. "I admire that. The world needs more self-taught men. What's your name, son?"
The youth paused a moment, as if speaking his name was an embarrassment. Quill had seen that many times; children of the gentry risked shame by taking up weapons to fight. At least that was the old way of thinking. Perhaps he was contemplating giving Quill a false name, but when he spoke it was with the timbre of truth. "Sen. The Book of Airs and Graces played a large role in my mother's life."
"Sen," repeated Quill, turning the name over slowly in his mouth. "Avia's son, isn't he?"
Sen nodded.
"It's a good name. I'm proud to have you fight by my side."
Sen turned and gave another bow. "It's my honor."
"Enough talk of honor," chastised Quill lightly and pointed out over the wall. "Look out there, tell me what you see."
Sen peered into the darkness, over the sweeping encampment of Drazi forms. "Drazi. Tens of thousands of them, as far as the eye can see."
"Drazi," confirmed Quill. "And what are Drazi, Sen? What does it mean, to be a Drazi?"
The young man took a few moments to reply. "I'm not sure, exactly. There's so little about them in the books; about their origin. They're animals, I know that. They live to reproduce themselves, like the Bunnymen."
"Bunnymen?" asked Quill. Of course he knew of the caste, but not of any way they resembled the Drazi.
"An obscure reference," Sen said quickly. "Perhaps apocryphal. Suffice it to say they want to kill us all, but not because they hate us. We are simply food."
Quill considered. "A fair answer. A better answer than most men would give, when they look upon the swarm. Monsters, they call them. Beasts. But they're not simply beasts. They learn, and they grow. When I first fought them they were nightmarish things, but slow and stupid. Soon after that they changed, becoming more like us; faster, more intelligent. They're changing, Sen, as we watch. Do you understand me?"
"I believe I do, Lord."
"And do you believe we can defeat them?"
The young man turned to face him, and his gray eyes shone in the faint moonlight. "Shouldn't I be asking that question of you, Lord?"
Quill allowed a smile. "We both know what answer you'll get from me. I want to know what answer I'll get from you."
Sen thought on it a moment. "It's hard to say. I know they will lose, that much is clear to me. Such kind as they are can not survive long. I do not know though how things will go for us here. Will we survive as we are? And if we adapt in order to survive, what damage will those changes wreak in years to come? I cannot say."
Quill nodded appreciatively. For a scribe born to riches, he had a keen eye. "Another fine answer. We could use you in the Decatate, Sen."
Sen looked up at the gray Man of Quartz without any hint of fear. "I would think you'd want a man more positive by your side, Lord."
Quill shook his head. "I have no need of airy fantasists in the Decatate. You know the odds, you know the city may fall, yet you remain. You fight upon the wall when you could flee, as many have done. That's the type I need most. Realists who will fight, despite their fears."
"The fears make the man," replied Sen.
Quill grinned. "A quote from the Book? You have me at a disadvantage there, Sen. I never cared for scribing."
"It's from the Book of Arrythians. King Fell says it to his son before they go into battle with the Periklon."
"I know of them," replied Quill. "They are worthy forbears." He turned back to the ramparts. 
"And what of you, Lord?" Sen asked. "You are no airy fantasist either. What would your answer be?"
Quill pondered for a moment. "To the men at large, I give the simple answer. We will be victorious. There can be no other belief in my mind on that score. To a single man, perhaps a wise man, though young, I would give a more tempered reply. We will be victorious, but as you say, I do not know what price we may have to pay."
The young man said nothing for a time. 
Lord Quill's mind drifted to the night of pleasure ahead of him; women and men scraping together what damask they had, dolling themselves in the brightest raiment they had left in their soot-stained closets and doing all they could to please their Lord. There was something both heady and heroic about it. Brash, buxom women; lithe, generous men, terrified inside but bawdy with noise and light and color. It was part of what kept him fighting. Those souls had as much spark as the soldiers who fought on the walls, if not more, for they could no more be agents of their own salvation than could a child or an old man. They played what hand they could, as well as they could, and he admired and respected them for it.
A fresh night breeze washed over him. The salty tang from the Sheckledown filled his lungs, along with the waft of brunifer forests from further down the Sump coast.
The Drazi did not smell. He'd noticed that even when he was firing their vats. The clean breezes of the land washed over them, and they did not taint it any more than a stand of trees or a clump of hawkenberries would. Behind him lay the real stench. Despair, sewage, and corpse fires. The slow spread of disease and rot.
He blinked, trying to focus, and the youth by his side spoke. 
"Is there a price that is too high, Lord? Is there a price for victory you would not pay?"
Quill didn't answer right away. It was a question he'd thought of himself often. 
He'd been out once to the lands of the Sump, scouting behind the Drazi line to survey the damage they'd caused. It had been total. Everything was gone; every settlement, every cropped field, every tree, every blade of grass, every single sign of life was consumed and converted in their vats. 
"There's nothing," he answered. "No price that is too high."
Sen nodded. Quill clapped him on the shoulder.
"My headman, Black, will see you outfitted with the silver of the Decatate. You can find him in the Sunken Jib, in the King's Yore."
Sen began to bow, then halted halfway through, a sheepish grin on his face. Famously, no man of the Decatate ever bowed to Lord Quill. "Thank you, Lord."
Quill squeezed his shoulder, the flinty fingers bunching Sen's bones together easily. "Thank me when it's won."
 



 
 
DECATATE
 
 
Sen left the battlements and walked into the barren dark of the cinderfields, feeling dizzy. He had just spoken with Lord Quill, one of the greatest heroes from legend, and it didn't feel real. 
Few things did now. The days blurred one into another, driven onward by the constant thinning of the Corpse, thoughts of Craley always pursuing him. He didn't remember when last he'd slept. The Darkness was always there, ushering him onward. He fought in the day then stepped through the veil and fought again on some other day. Forwards, backwards, it was always the same. He'd watched the first flood of citizens race out to slaughter the Drazi, then watched them race to be slaughtered. He'd run from the corpse smoke with the lowest castes, then fired arrows into their ranks with the upper castes, as they tried to swim across the river. He'd lived so many short lives in his time in the siege that he'd started to forget who he was. 
None of it helped. He'd never gotten close to Quill, always in the distance like the stars of his constellation, forever out of reach. The Decatate surrounded him at all times; keeping everyone at bay. Once he'd even tried to pass for a damask, but they'd rejected him for his scars. 
That had made him laugh. What were you now, if you couldn't laugh?
He thought back to Lonnigan Clay. He'd been a different kind of challenge; a buccaneer in his day, a murderer of children and women, who would now rise up as a hero with the Saint. What did that mean, really? What was a hero, if he killed the innocent? What was a hero if he tupped damasks all night and murdered his own soldiers for falling asleep on a watch?
There was always a bitter taste in his mouth, now. Trudging through ashes, he wondered again if Craley was even alive. She mattered. The people who'd come before that; Feyon and Alam, Freemantle even, didn't seem to matter as much. What was he doing this for, the figure on the Meran beach had asked him, and now he didn't know. 
Craley, perhaps. His daughter. What then if Craley was dead?
There were no answers. Too many days had passed like this, lost in the uncertain flood of battle. How many Drazi had he killed while trying to fight closer to Lord Quill? He felt their simple thoughts as he killed them, every one. They weren't complex, but they had minds too. To die hurt them, and that hurt him, but still he kept on killing them.
Now he had finally reached Quill, yet he felt no more sure of his approach than before. A desperate leap had pushed him through the Decatate line, followed by a stunning stitching together of maneuvers from Foucault and Hellophines, to stave off a blow aimed at the great Lord's head. 
He'd spoken with Lord Quill, but the exchange had been strange, like he was an actor on a stage recounting words expected of him. So Quill was a great man. A hero. What did that mean for him? Now he would join the Decatate, but how would that help him bring Quill into the army? Not even Craley knew how Quill had driven off the Drazi plague and ascended in his legendary chariot to the sky, ferrying eight damask with him. It was still a mystery some five hundred years later. 
Sen walked on, his arms and legs trembling with fatigue. He'd almost died so many times on the battlements that even death no longer felt real. He'd been cut and bitten, gouged and hammered, but somehow he'd always managed to slip a misericorde blade in where it mattered. So he fought again, and again, trapped in a ceaseless repetition he couldn't escape.
He needed to sleep. He hadn't slept in what felt like weeks; but he didn't dare to try it, not after Craley. So the world turned, the battle churned, and everything happened again. Even here in the cinderfields he felt the sickening twist of inevitability. Once the richest districts of the King, they were fated to become the slums of Indura. He'd not read that in any history books, but it was obvious. Soon mogrified hovels would swell up from the ravaged land like cankers in an ague, carrying an echo of the Drazi infection within them. The King and his court were never coming back, leaving these diseased lands for the lowest of caste. 
It wasn't fair. Nothing was. 
Ahead a few revelatory lights hung at the edge of the cinderfields. These marked the King's Yore, where his palace had stood and the streets were clad with stone and marble. In time this would become the Slumswelters. Sen grimaced at the thought of a future version of himself running around those ghostly streets posting The Saint; round and round in circles. 
The Decatate billeted themselves in an impromptu bar at the yore's edge, in love with the romantic notion of faded glory on the brink of death. They slept in soot-stained apartments fit for Dukes, and brought in their own supply of liquor and damasks from the Boomfire via a misuse of Lord Quill's writ. Many nights Sen had stalked through the encircling rubble spying on them, trying to think of how he would get past them to Quill. 
Now he would become one of them.
He emerged from the dark cinderfields onto a revelatory-lit Slumswelters street, where the revelry of the Decatate hung in the air like a fevery shroud. Here on the pavement lay a half-naked Stygeon sucking on a scarab stem. There slumped a Big-Eye, rolling cigars from the torn pages of a vellum book. He winked his big eye as Sen passed. 
The Sunken Jib was easy to find. It wasn't a true aling den, but an improvised one; once the counting house of a Court-level scrivener, it was built out of white Hasp blocks as big as Sen's forearm. Now it was a hollowed-out shell, skinned with a dirty patina of soot. The windows had been knocked through and its fine curtains and furniture were spread across the flagstoned street, charred and uneven. A Deadfaced youth with his armor peeled either side of him lay slumped on a leather chaise longue. 
"I'm looking for Black," Sen said flatly to the Deadface. "Lord Quill sent me."
"Did he?" asked the man. His eyes roved over Sen's face. "Inside, the Gawk. He's a mean one though." Sen started toward the Sunken Jib's smoke, and the Deadface called after him, his slack lips slurring the words. "Tell him Old Fireballs, not 'Lord Quill'. Nobody calls him that here."
Sen entered the Jib's dusty, hollow bar room. He'd seen places like it all his life, glimpsed from outside on his posting rounds through the Boomfire. Once they might have scared him, but now it was just another place with people in it; dimly lit by a hanging revelatory, stinking of scarab smoke, floored with sawdust to cover up blood and vomit stains, but just a place.
He found Black the Gawk sitting alone at the end of the bar, sipping cherry-red liquid from a shot glass. He was long and tall, with too much forehead. Nearby slumped a bartender who seemed half-asleep, bent over his one old beer pump.
Sen pulled up the stool nearest to Black.
"Amaranth?" he asked, pointing at his liquor.
Black blinked, noticing the young man. He lifted his glass and held it before his eyes for a good while, as if he was studying the facets of a jewel. "Perhaps. It's hard to tell, now. Probably there's some Amaranth in there, along with other swill."
He drained the liquid in one gulp, then slammed the glass down on the bar. The barman snorted in his sleep. Black threw the glass at him. It bounced off his head with a dull thunk, ricocheted from the bar top and smashed on the ground. 
The barman, an Exemious with his outer skin oozing with his inner organs, looked up sullenly, rubbing his head. 
"Two more," ordered Black. 
The Exemious busied himself fetching two glasses. He spit-cleaned their innards using a filthy dishcloth, then decanted more cherry liquid. Sen smelled the Amaranth vines, along with other assorted grains in a chaotic cocktail.
Black lifted the first and shot it back. He glared at Sen, lifted the second, then shot it back also.
"Get lost," he said. 
Sen regarded him with interest. At least this was unexpected.
"Go on then," repeated Black, his long fingers waggling at the exit. "I'll not stand you a drink just because we're brothers in arms. Hop it."
Once Sen might have been affected by this dismissal. In his early days of the siege it might have given him pause, but not now. People were all just bodies waiting to be burned. People died around him all the time, then came back reformed. He hadn't come this far to be dismissed so easily. "Lord Quill sent me to find you," he said in a flat tone, "for armor to join the Decatate. I'm not leaving until I get it."
Black's long thin face curled into puzzlement, followed by a brief spike of anger, then settled finally into mockery. He swung his long arms out. "Armor for the Decatate!" he shouted, as though he were making the announcement to a large crowd, not an empty bar. "Armor for the Decatate, we have an inductee, somebody fetch his armor!"
Sen watched the performance. 
Black's rolling eyes settled upon Sen. "It's just coming," he slurred. "It'll be here in a moment."
Black tried to drink one of his shot glasses again, but found it empty. He banged it on the bar then hurled it at the barman again, who awoke and poured a fresh one. 
Sen simply watched.
"Lord Quill said you'd induct me."
Black chuckled quietly. "Did he? Old Fireballs is a soft touch, son. Now get lost before you get my full attention."
Sen leaned over and laid a hand over the top of Black's second shot glass. 
For the first time the big Gawk's eyes seemed to focus. He stared at the hand covering his glass, then followed the scarred forearm up to Sen's gray eyes. More than anything there was wonderment in his eyes, which made Sen want to laugh. 
"What are you doing?" he asked. 
"Getting your attention," replied Sen. "I'm joining the Decatate tonight. I need armor, tonight."
Black's look of surprise shriveled into a frown. "There is no armor. There is no Decatate any more, don't you get it? Now get your hand off my glass before I cut it off."
Sen didn't move.
"All right," said Black resignedly, leaning back clumsily to draw the gladius at his hip. Before he could reach it Sen lifted the shot glass and slammed it into his forehead. The glass shattered and flecks of blood spat out, tumbling the unwieldy Gawk from his stool. He fell awkwardly, but rolled fast to come up with the gladius in his hand, a wicked grin spreading on his face. 
"Come on then," he said, and lunged. 
He was fast, and Sen barely managed to get his misericorde up in time to deflect the blade. The Gawk lurched forward and Sen backed away swiftly, until he was out of the Sunken Jib's smoke and on the street. 
"Decatate!" he called, shouting into the dark. "Decatate!"
Black emerged from the smoke of the aling din after him, dark blood painted down his long white face. "What are you calling them for?" he asked. "They're my men. They'll not help you."
"I don't want their help," Sen replied. "I want them as witnesses."
He shouted three more times as the big Gawk approached, until a few groaning figures drew in. One, a Malakite wearing heavy chains, called for them to shut up. A Balast urged them on. The Deadface young man who'd told Sen where to find Black angled his seat to watch. A straggly arena formed around the two of them, and furniture was scraped to the side. 
Black had stopped pursuing him now, and just stood in the weak revelatory light, his gladius slack in his hand. He looked around at the few figures gathered around them. 
"I think this it," he said. 
"Lord Quill sent me to join the Decatate," Sen announced. "He told me to come to Black for armor. I'm here for that armor."
"All right, lad, we're past that now," said Black dismissively. "Draw your spikes."
Sen drew his spikes. Even holding them made his arms weary. "Just remember what I said."
The Gawk grinned. "I never forget last words." 
The crowd gave a few half-hearted cheers, and the towering Gawk advanced, gladius outstretched. He was several feet taller than Sen, with a longer reach and a longer blade to boot. But he was drunk. His eyes were still sharp and his reactions fast, but he wasn't as fast as Sen. 
Black came in softly with the gladius hanging down by his side, luring Sen into his strike radius and hiding his true reach, all the while muttering about the armor he'd fetch for him. 
"Nice cuirass we'll get you, two greaves of silver straight from the King's trove, and mail, of course we'll get you mail…"
Sen allowed himself to be lured in, holding his misericordes warily and watching the Gawk's weaving frame intently for the first hint of movement. The Gawk jerked forwards, back, and laughed. He made faces at Sen, playing to the crowd. Somebody threw a cobblestone and it hit Sen low on the elbow, knocking his left spike free to clatter on the street. 
Black lunged in then, his gladius darting directly at Sen's face.
Despite the sudden pain in his elbow Sen was ready, and leapt forward at an angle, so the gladius blade lanced scant wing beats from his face. For an instant he stood within the exposed arc of the outstretched Gawk's arm. He swung his remaining right spike into reverse stance even as he launched himself upward, jumping to crunch the weapon's metal haft into the big Gawk's chin.
Black's teeth cracked together, his head was forced up and he took a lurching step backwards. He brought the gladius back round in a vicious sweep but Sen ducked under it easily and fired another blow with the spike's haft into the teetering Gawk's armpit. 
Something crunched and the arm flapped useless to his side, the gladius clattering to join Sen's misericorde on the ground. 
Black stepped back quickly.
The crowd around them fell quiet, engrossed. Probably they hadn't expected that. Sen hadn't either, and it was good. This wasn't like fighting the Drazi. This was real. 
The Gawk circled, reaching up to finger his jaw tentatively while keeping Sen in his sights. Crumbled pieces of his own teeth came away with a little watery blood. He looked at this for a moment, then turned back to Sen with growing anger in his face. 
"All I want is some armor," Sen said.
"There is no damn armor!"
Black charged then, his one good arm drawing a curved dagger from a shoulder strap. He slashed it down through the air where Sen's head had been, reversed his grip with a quick flick of the wrist, then leapt forward side-on, jacking the knife out like a cracking whip. 
Sen spun to the side but wasn't ready, taking a deep gash from the lightning fast blow on the upper arm, which began to bleed freely. The figures gathered around gave a staggered hurrah, and the Gawk laughed. 
Sen held up his one remaining misericorde, showing his reverse grip to them all. "I could've already killed him twice!" 
As he spoke the Gawk leapt, covering the distance between them in a heartbeat and bearing down with the dagger poised. At once Sen went limp and let his body fall to the earth, so Black stabbed down upon nothing. Overbalanced, he stumbled over Sen's body, and Sen reached up to seize the Gawk's dagger arm, forcing his fall under control. There was a smack as Black's body hit the cobbles, a flurry of movement, and then Sen was kneeling on his throat, the misericorde tip slicing into his cheek. 
Sen breathed in hard. "All I want," he repeated, controlling his breath in a tight voice, "is some Heart-blasted armor."
The soldiers gathered about gave a confused cheer. The Gawk stared up at him defiantly, then the Deadface was right there at Sen's side, startling him. Casually he lifted the misericorde tip from the Gawk's cheek. 
"You should sharpen these," he said. "I'm Black. Let's go see about your armor."
The crowd cheered feebly again, then the Gawk was lifted out from under Sen and carried back inside the aling din. In moments only the street was back to how it had been. 
He definitely hadn't expected that. This new Black set off walking, and Sen followed. What had just happened?
"Lord Quill sees potential in many young soldiers," Black said over his shoulder, as Sen fell into step behind him. "We can't let them all join the Decatate."
"So that was a test?" Sen asked, rubbing his sore elbow. "I almost killed him."
"A test of sorts," slurred the Deadface. "Also sport. Though we wouldn't have burned you in the Manticore, just sent you back to your regiment humbled. I'm thankful you didn't kill Efraius."
"The big Gawk," confirmed Sen. Black nodded. "And if I had, what then?" 
Black stopped in the shadow of a two-story folly tower, rife with gargoyles. "Then I would have killed you."
He said it as a fact. Sen met his eyes and nodded understanding. They walked on, through silent Yore/Slumswelter streets until they reached an empty structure that was much like the others. 
"This was Quill's house," Black said. "Before the Drazi." He pointed to the front garden, which had been cleared of ash. There were low humps of dirt lying in neat rows, each with a small white stone at their heads, barely visible in the moonlight. A graveyard.
"Quill has us bury the Decatate here. The house is already full, after we pulled up all the floorboards. There's not a lot of space left in the garden, but then there's not a lot of us left."
Sen surveyed the graves. Above some were pieces of tarnished silver armor, a gladius, a caulk.
Black pushed through the gate. "City of the dead. Here." He strode to a nearby grave, where a set of silver armor lay. "This was Fat Kal's." Black toed the white stone at the grave's head. "He went down two days ago. I managed to pull his body back before the bastards dragged it down. You'll have his armor."
"Thank you," Sen said. A long moment passed. 
"Pick it up then."
Sen knelt. The armor was heavier than he'd expected; a full chest and back plate, shoulder pauldrons, with greaves for arms and legs. He turned a round disc that had to be a hip-guard in his hands. It looked like some ornate plate from the Gravaile mansion kitchen, though dented and stained.
"No helmet," Black said in a flat tone. "We don't wear them in the Decatate; too much periphery vision lost. Now carry it back to the Jib. There'll be some food in the morning. Learn how to lace it tonight, clean it up, sleep well, then we do it all again tomorrow."
Black started away. 
"Oh," he said, stopping and speaking again over his shoulder. "I saw you fighting toward Quill today. I've been watching you every time you popped up. Know that I had a bolt trained on your head for the duration. I watch him all the time, just so you know."
He continued away.
 



 
 
BATTLE II
 
 
Sen woke to a bugle call before the dawn, to the jostle and thump of movement in the house around him, uncertain where he was. Sleep was a risk, but he felt better for it, and the Darkness had not crept too much closer in the night. The worst of the fog in his head had cleared away, and he almost felt like himself again. For a moment he even thought he was back in the millinery and the revolution was just beginning. Feyon would be waiting downstairs to say goodbye.
There was no Feyon.
Food was served on the street from a brazier, weak oat broth with straggly shreds of old lamb-fat and crusty brown bread. Sen ate with the Decatate in silence, and strapped on the armor. At Black's command they gathered, and Sen walked with them through the cinderfields. The Deadface didn't look at him.
When they rose to the stone ramparts, with the sun shading the dark skies blue, they abruptly turned to Sen and welcomed him with a startling cheer. Those nearest slapped him on the armor. The big Gawk he'd fought came over and punched him on the breastplate. 
"Not a bad fit," he commented, tugging on the chest plate with its ample padding underneath. Sen had had to wear three thick cloaks to stop it bouncing wildly as he moved. "You're about the same size Fat Kal was."
Sen gave a cold grin. "How are your teeth?"
The Gawk laughed and stroked his chin. "I'll grant you, that was a good move. I never saw the misericordes used so creatively."
Sen shrugged. "It's a two thousand-year-old maneuver."
"Well, it moves well for its age. Now had I been sober you never would have got that close."
Sen spun the misericorde in his hand, reversed it, spun it back. "Let's hope we don't need to test that theory."
The Gawk smiled appreciatively. "I like you, Fat Kal."
"My name's Sen."  
"Your name's Fat Kal until you earn that armor off him. Understood?"
"Understood."
"So it is."
Moments later the Drazi came, and there was no more time for talking. They surged over the walls endlessly. Sen's body was still drained, but fighting them didn't demand great agility or strength, just stamina and concentration. He met them economically, with the simplest of spikes through the brain, conserving his energy. 
The killing became rote, as ever. The Drazi all fought in the same way, reacting the same to his offences. They could parry some of his more typical lunges, maneuvers similar to those of a rapierist or caulkist, but they countered with the same simple moves every time; wide slashing arcs, simple thrusts with no grace or elegance at all. 
Sen slew a lot of them. It was mind-numbing, and his body moved in a repetitive trance. At times like this it seemed the biggest threat was boredom, that he might get skewered while drifting along. A Drazi might slip on a bloody patch of stonework, its lunge morph into something unpredictable, and Sen would be left lying broken on the inner siege plain amongst the Drazi corpses, wishing he'd been paying closer attention. 
At the end of each such fantasy he'd come back to himself with a chill, realize he'd slain numerous Drazi, then continue for a time before his attention again began to wander. 
It wasn't so easy for all the Decatate. Those wielding heavy battle caulks, axes, and maces, even those lunging constantly with thin rapiers seemed to tire faster and have a harder time keeping up with the pace of the Drazi. The true threat was their sheer numbers. 
Sen began to move up and down the line, as he had the day before. It had worked then, earning him a strange conversation with Lord Quill that was full of half-truths. The next time he would be more direct. Most men did not even notice as he stepped in to help, so embroiled were they in their own battles, but a few nodded their thanks before plunging back into the melee.
At times the horror of killing would crystalize, like a leviathan Wyvern rising briefly from the deeps. The noise of killing was a tumult; the clash of metal on metal, metal on stone, metal cleaving flesh and bone. Shouts beat the air like falling tongues, shrinking his world down to the immediate surroundings. Cutting through that was the Decatate wall of focus, honed in battle, leaving no room for emotion. 
Moments of clarity came and went like glimpses of blue sky through storm clouds; a clear view across the battlements back to the black-sooted glass of the Grammaton's southern face, Quill's flaming sword arcing three battalions over, the Ogric corpse-carters down below calling to each other and laughing at the latest strange Drazi splay. 
He slew a Drazi with a clean backhand into its left ear. Beneath his feet dismembered fingers squelched and he compensated with a roll in his balance. He slew a Drazi with an eviscerating scrape across its bulging abdominal sac. By his side the big Gawk was singing a wild drinking song about damask whores and their daughters. He slew a Drazi by shattering its cranium with a reverse haft blow. The man Black spun amongst the invaders with his stubby gladius blade almost invisibly fast, his eyes picking out Sen again and again. 
It was chaotic, but there were patterns and order to the work of the Decatate. This wasn't like his earlier battles, where he'd only ever felt like he was failing and alone. Here he belonged, and strangely, despite the moments spent half-conscious and fighting in a daze, he found he was enjoying himself. This was the kind of camaraderie he'd always longed for in the Abbey; so many long years spent alone. He wished he could bring Alam here and share it with him, where caste didn't matter.
Around midday with the Grammaton chiming unevenly, the pace of the Drazi attack increased. The fits of half-sleep faded as he struggled to kill enough to keep them from taking the wall. He worked his way to new sections where the fighting was thickest. Here men around him were falling under the surging brown tide. Most of those who remained carried deep wounds, and fought on more slowly. Some of them he recognized from the street last night, and that felt real. 
Then the Drazi broke through. Sen lifted his head from the fray for a moment to take in the broad strokes of the battle, and saw them infiltrating everywhere, holding pockets of rampart for minutes at a time before errant Decatate were able to rally efforts to drive them off. 
Sen ran. A few too many of those pockets and the Drazi would have them. They would take the wall then the cinderfields, which did not accord with history. Quill might be able to blow the last few bridges to slow them for a time, but they'd soon find a way across the Levi. Then it would be a desperate rearguard retreat into the foothills of the new Roy, up to the Aigle's flank and into the new Pale Chamber of the King himself, where the last of them would die. 
The city would fill up with Drazi. They'd dig a vat in Grammaton Square and fill it with the dead to mogrify. The King would die, Quill would die, Sen would die, and that thought thrilled and terrified him. That was undeniably real. That mattered. After just one night, he felt bonded to the Decatate. 
He channeled the Saint into the Decatate around him; subtly, so no blue threads showed and they wouldn't realize it themselves. With his strength they grew stronger, and together they pummeled back the Drazi onslaught. Sen ran and they followed, calling out incoherent war cries. A Drazi blade spun perilously close to his face and he plunged both spikes through the creature's heart. Another flung itself bodily at him and the big Gawk shouldered it aside, to fall down in the cinderfields. 
"Thanks," Sen panted, and ran on. 
They cleared the wall. He caught sight of Black briefly, staring at him with wonder. Then the fighting thickened and Sen fell back to it. After a few hours that surge faded too, and the battle returned to the steady pace it had been earlier. Sen took advantage of a brief lull to look around and tally the losses. 
The ranks of the Decatate seemed unchanged, moving as silver pinpoints up and down the wall. From the ranks of the regular soldiery though, men and women in slapdash copper and bronze armor who had likely been craftsmen and scriveners before the war, many dozens were missing, fallen to the inner plain and carted away with the Drazi. 
"You're still here," jibed the Gawk from his position at the wall. "I thought you'd have taken the dive around lunchtime."
Sen grinned. "I wasn't sure how to do it right. I was waiting for you to set an example."
The Gawk grinned. "Name's Efraius."
"Sen."
The Drazi came at them again.
Around eight by the Grammaton's chimes the fighting wound down, as the last of the Drazi were slain. The defenders lay down where they stood, panting and watching the brown tide retreat.
Quill walked the battlements exchanging swigs of poorly brewed Amaranth, telling jokes and stories about his exploits the night before, as though the long day had never happened. When he came by Sen's section of wall he first punched the Gawk hard on the shoulder, then clapped his huge flinty palms around Sen's shoulders. 
"You fought well, lad." He nodded toward the Gawk who was inspecting the dent in his silver pauldron. "I saw you lead that resurgence. Don't pay any attention to this one."
"You've put a dint in it," complained the Gawk. 
"I'll put a dint in you, if you give me due cause, Sly Skillock."
The Gawk drew himself to his full height and squared on to the Man of Quartz. "You wouldn't dare."
"Oh, I'd dare," countered Quill, then reached up to tap the broken teeth in the Gawk's mouth. "Though it looks like someone else has already done it for me." He winked at Sen. 
The Gawk lunged on Quill and they grappled for a moment, until Quill threw up his big hands in surrender. The Gawk relented, then Quill was on his way to the next group of men. 
The Gawk gave a contented sigh. "Sly Skillock. He still calls me that."
"The name of the one who had the armor before you?" guessed Sen.
The Gawk shook his head. "No, that's Efraius. Sly Skillock is my real name."
Puzzlement spread over Sen's face. 
"It's complicated. Come on, let's go get drunk."
He seized Sen's arm and dragged him into the flow of men descending from the ramparts.
Halfway down the rampart steps the Deadface Black fell into step behind them, and gave Sen a nod. Together, with Efraius rabbling and catcalling his way through the ranks of other soldiers, they returned to the Sunken Jib for a long night of drinking and damasks. 
* * *
Some time late that second night Sen was sitting at an ale-sloshed table with the Deadface Black. Efraius was snoring loudly into the remnants of a mildewed hawkenberry pie. 
He'd drunk a few glasses of rye-cut amaranth, and his head spun with it. He didn't really know what he was doing, now. There was his quest to recruit Quill, and the thinning veil, but neither offered him a path forward. 
 Black did, however, offering more liquor. Sen waved a hand, but Black poured it anyway. 
He wasn't good at being drunk. They'd hardly ever drunk in the millinery; only at special celebrations, and even then rarely enough to actually get drunk. It didn't help now that he'd barely eaten, and his body felt like a deadweight lump he had to carry around with him. Even lifting a shot glass to his lips was an effort that had him breathing hard. 
Black laughed as he grimaced.
"I don't understand it," he said, only slurring a little. "Why all this drinking? This is a war. Why don't they rest?" 
Black sipped at his mossy Ogric mead. "It's good for the men."
"Good for them to be exhausted?"
Black shrugged. "It's a trade-off. You know Old Fireballs does it every night, without fail? Bangs his way through a barnyard of damasks, no bother."
"But he's Quartz," Sen protested. "The soldiers, half of them are merchants, hawkers, farmers; they can't keep up that pace."
Black eyed him curiously. "You were a scrivener, weren't you, before the war?"
Sen eyed him back. He must have been talking with Quill. "I was."
"But here you are with us, fighting by day, drinking by night. You think the men can't keep up with you?"
"I'm not drinking," Sen protested, "at least not much, not like all these others. And even the seasoned soldiers are fighting half in their sleep because of the pace Lord Quill keeps."
Black turned his glass around on the table. "Why don't you call him Old Fireballs?"
Sen shrugged. "No reason. Lord Quill seems more respectful."
Black pushed the glass away and focused his dead gaze on Sen's eyes. "Listen to me, Sen. This war is not respectful. It's not clean. For example, I know you're not a scrivener. That's a lie, one you'd be punished for in peacetime, but what does it matter to me now? Right now it's us against them, the dirtier the better, and you're with us, or you seem to be. Old Fireballs shows us how to do it, how to be something totally different from the Drazi, how to be alive, and we follow."
Sen leaned back in his chair. He didn't even bother to dispute that he wasn't a scrivener. "I don't see it. They'd fight better if they slept."
"Would they? They wouldn't be any different from the Drazi down there. Animals that live only to fight, that are physically replaced from day to day."
Sen puzzled on that, but said nothing. His head spun lightly, but pleasantly.
"They need to feel alive, Sen," Black went on. "That they're more than just cogs in a machine. If you can't understand that, then you've got a lot to learn."
He picked up his glass, downed it, then balanced it gently on Efraius' sleeping head. 
"See?" 
Efraius stirred and batted out with his hand. Black caught the glass and set it back on the table. Sen didn't see what that could mean, but Black didn't stay around to explain. He rose swaying to his feet and wandered over to the bar, where he grabbed the hand of a damask and led her into a back room. 
* * *
The next day Efraius fell from the wall.
Both Sen and Black were too late to save him. There were too many Drazi bodies blocking their path. They could only watch as he was lifted from his feet and thrown still cursing into the brown masses below. 
Sen reached the breach point first and killed the Drazi there with unusual savagery, then leaned over the edge to look down at his body far below. The Drazi had lofted it and were passing it from man to man like a pyre boat on the Levi, heading for the central vat. He was still struggling. 
This hurt. He liked Efraius. Becoming part of the Decatate was now who he was, perhaps more so than the Sen of the revolution. That Sen had made his choices, based on what was real for him. This Sen was a different man, and this was what mattered. 
Efraius was cursing still as they carried him away.
"We have to do something," Sen said. 
"I am," Black said, pulling a smooth black rod of metal from its lodge in his right chausse. He flicked a clasp and two bars unslung from either side, snapping into a T-shape. He spun the reverse end and a cap popped free. From the space within he withdrew two thin metal cords, pulled them until they were taut, then strung them to the two tips of the T. 
Sen watched in fascination as he snapped open a second rod in his left chausse, from which he drew a slender black bolt, laid it atop the compact crossbow, then pulled back on the edge of piping the wires affixed to. The T-arms braced and tautened.
"Help me," said Black, calm urgency in his voice, pointing to a small catch he'd flicked out. 
It was a lever. While Black held the contraption immobile Sen wound the piping back, flexing the T-arms until they issued a high whine. 
The thing gave a click. Black dropped to his knees, rested the crossbow haft on the battered rampart edge, and sighted down the barrel.
"Behind you," he muttered as he tightened his grip over the trigger. 
Sen spun, narrowly redirecting a downward shafting Drazi blade from slicing him in two. He turned side on as the blade snicked by, then spiked the Drazi through the back of the neck as it fell. He ducked under a lateral swipe from a second Drazi and thrust a spike through the roof of the creature's open fanged mouth. They both fell slack and he tipped them to the cinderfields. 
He turned in time to see the crossbow deploy. The metal bolt slammed forward as Black depressed the tension trigger, allowing the T-arms to snap back to normalcy, driving the bolt with a thin whush out over the Drazi field. 
Sen leaned out. The bolt was impossible to follow, but he saw Efraius's raised arm drop back onto his body, and his struggles cease. 
Sen found himself staring up close into Black's dead eye.
"I'd do the same for you," said the Deadface.
"Why?" asked Sen.
Black snapped the arms of the crossbow back into place and stowed it again in his chausse. "Not because I like you. Because they learn better when we're alive."
He rose and strode away.
 



 
 
BLACK
 
 
That night the Decatate drank harder than ever, as though it were a celebration. Sen sat in their midst, numb. As the other members of the Decatate engaged in feats of brawn, telling tall stories and wrestling playfully with damasks, he sat and wondered. 
The world of before seemed very far away. Had he really persuaded the Albatross to join a battle that had already been lost? Had he really met Freemantle in his cell, and come from a world where he'd battled the Rot with a newspaper? Those things seemed like the tales from legend now, not nearly as real as the death of Efraius, and he'd only known the big Gawk for a few days.  
Black laid a hand on his shoulder. "Come with me."
Sen got up and followed. They left the smoke and noise of the Jib and passed down Slumswelter side alleys, to a small gurgling canal Sen that didn't recognize. It must have re-routed some time in the intervening five hundred years. Beyond it the cinderfields spread out, barren but for mounds of rubble and the odd stand of stubborn masonry.
They stood for a moment, breathing in the fetid air from the dank canal. 
"You should be ready for tomorrow," Black said abruptly. "It will be different." 
Sen studied him in the moonlight. He was familiar, his dead face reminiscent of someone but he didn't know who. He was young too, only a few years older than Sen, but he was compacted like a Balast, rock-hard with the weight of responsibility and loss.
"Different how?"
"You fought Efraius," said Black. "He saw you fight with misericordes all day long. Thus far you've had that advantage; to my knowledge the Drazi have never faced an enemy with the dark spikes. Now they have and they'll learn from it."
"They've faced me for days," Sen argued. "They've had every chance to learn."
Black shook his head, staring out over the canal. "That's not how they learn. They're not like you and me."
"Then how do they learn?"
Black turned and began to walk along the rough-hewn banks of the canal, away from the faint noise of the Sunken Jib and winding out into the cinderfields. Sen followed. 
"When we first fought them it was a rout, because there were no soldiers in the Sump, only sinewy farmers who didn't know how to fight. The Drazi couldn't learn war from them. They were like pups then, feeble really, their bodies barely holding together. We destroyed them and left their bodies for the gulls."
"And they built the vats," said Sen, filling in the history.
"They built the vats, and from the corpses of their comrades they distilled a rudimentary knowledge of battle. The second time we fought, they savaged us. They were as yet unskilled, but far more able than before, and numberless. The citizenry were slaughtered, even members of the Halberdiers. We retreated."
"And they learned from that." 
"They learned. Quill fired the vats, but that only sped the infection on the air. By the time we had regained control of the city, they were ready for us. They had fashioned weapons, built ladders, begun the earth slopes against the walls. All things they knew nothing of before, things they must have learnt from the dead minds of the soldiers they tore down."
They walked without speaking for a time. Sen withdrew his spikes and held them up before him. 
"So you killed Efraius." 
"Based on a theory borne out by their actions. That's why they were pulling him back to the vats, to better learn from him. If they can pick us off without killing us, they do. They turn us against our own. So I killed him, on Quill's orders."
"So they'll be ready for me," said Sen, turning the spikes smoothly over his fingers.
"For the spikes. Though that won't be the worst thing. They won't have your skill, your experience; they'll still be like children to you, only children who have studied some, practiced some. The worst thing will be their faces."
Black fell silent. Sen didn't press him.
They stopped at the rubbled base of an old bridge over the canal. The stone slabs that paved it were coated in a thick paste of soot. At each corner a simple carved figure stood, something like a winged woman holding a trumpet, but so coated in soot it was beyond recognition. 
Black turned to face him. 
"Who are you, Sen? None of the men know you. I feel like I've seen you many times, at the edge of the fighting, but at random. Where else did you go?"
Sen shrugged. What did it matter if Black suspected him? He could bend the truth of his war against the Rot and it would still be true. "It's a time of war. My scrivenry was destroyed when these districts were rubbled, along with all my fellows. I had to help them in the flight from the dark side."
Black glared. "I already know you're no scrivener. Your skill with the misericordes belies that. And you don't sound like a man from the poor side of the Levi. I've known many low men, and they don't talk like you. Not one of them calls him Lord Quill like you do."
"I'm from another city. I came here as a child." 
"See, I don't believe you," said Black, leaning in "You say you're here to fight, and every day you fight, but I don't think that's why you're here."
Sen shrugged. "You'll believe what you want to believe."
There was a sharp scraping sound of metal on metal, and suddenly the edge of Black's gladius was against Sen's throat. 
"If I thought you might betray us, even for an instant, I would slay you without a moment's pause."
Sen lifted his open palms. He'd seen Black fight, and knew he was no match for him. If the man wanted him dead, he'd already be dead. "I know it."
"Then tell me the truth. Who are you? Why are you here?" 
"I wouldn't lie. I haven't lied yet. My name is Sen, and I've come for Lord Quill."
Black kicked out and suddenly Sen was in the air, his legs knocked from beneath him with Black's palm on his chest driving him down. His back slammed into the stone and air whooshed from his lungs, with Black's knee coming to rest on his sternum. The gladius had not left his position against his throat.
"An assassin?" 
"No. I don't want to hurt him. I need him."
"Need him for what?"
Silver points of light danced across Sen's vision. He realized he'd cracked his head on a stone. This hadn't been part of the plan.
"For a larger task. There's another war going on, Black."
"Another war?" asked Black keenly, his face drawing close, his one live eye blazing. "What war could possibly be more important than this?"
"Not more important," Sen gushed. "Only different. Without Quill we'll fail."
"In what land is this war, Sen, and why would Quill fight it?"
"In this land, and this city," Sen answered. "He would fight it for all the same reasons he fights now."
Black's dead features puddled in a frown. "You're talking about a war to come? What are you, some pretender to the throne, hoping to rally future support for your claim?"
"No," said Sen harshly, "I don't want to rule. I want to save the city. And yes, this war is in the future, a long time in the future. Have you heard the story of Saint Ignifer, fighting the Rot?"
Black blinked and pulled back a little. "Of course. A child's myth. What's it got to do with this?"
Sen paused a moment before continuing. Saying these things now made a mockery of the bonds he'd struck with the Decatate. Here in their midst he felt more at home than ever. Except was that true? There was no Feyon here. If only Alam and Feyon were here both, he'd have everything. 
But they weren't here. They were dead in another age, waiting for him to find a way to bring them back. 
"It's not a myth," he said. "The Saint's real, and so is the Rot, and I need Lord Quill to help me fight it."
For a moment the gladius pressed tighter, and Sen felt it draw blood. Then the blade pulled away, and the weight of Black's knee on his chest eased off.
Black stood over him. "I prefer a madman to a liar." 
"You think me mad," said Sen, reaching back to rub the swelling welt in the back of his head.
"Perhaps. What does it matter if you are? You fight well, but no assassin worth his ale would have been taken down as I just took you now. Perhaps you are a fool. Perhaps you are telling the truth. It doesn't matter, as long as you are no threat."
Sen pushed himself to his knees, swaying slightly. Black reached out and hauled him to his feet. 
"I'm no threat."
"I'm glad to hear it."
The two stood quietly for a time, looking out over the cinderfields.
"Will you win your war, if Lord Quill joins your ranks?" Black asked.
Sen answered without pause. "The battle perhaps. I don't know about the war. That may last the rest of my life."
Black nodded, accepting this with the same stoicism he accepted it all. "The Drazi tomorrow will be different. Their faces will be different. Be ready for it." 
Without waiting for a reply he strode away.
Sen stood silently as the Deadface's footsteps faded away. The noise and light of the Sunken Jib seemed very far away. Closer were the cinderfields. The Drazi. The ash-smeared bridge before him.
His head still reeled from hitting the ground, and weak nausea gripped him. He walked up to the bridge's railing statue and leant against it. The stone was smooth and cool, its carved features leveled by time. 
He stood there for a time, thinking over the conversation with Black. He'd told him everything, and it hadn't seemed to matter. Lonnigan had been easy compared to this. It disturbed him how close he'd come to saying nothing about his quest. It disturbed him how much he wanted to stay right here, in the thick of the fighting, because of who Lord Quill was, and the Decatate.
He'd never had a father. Not really. Not brothers or sisters either, but here he did. 
He found himself looking down at the canal banks, where new foliage was springing up from the corpse-fertilized soil. Finally he remembered why it looked so familiar, and it almost made him laugh. It looked so different than it once had, or would, with the city dark and the entirety of the lower depths before him demolished. 
It was the bridge over Swidlington canal, where he'd left Alam the day he ran from the abbey. It was the beginning, really, to everything that had followed. The Gutrock, the mountain, the veil. 
The angelic figures on the bridge had faded by that time to featureless stone stumps. The ravaged cinderfields had become another warren of Flogger's Cross, veering away to Indura in the damp of the wall's curve. 
He sighed. The last time he'd seen Alam was as he died, stolen by the Darkness in the Aigle's gear chamber. Another soul left behind, another friend abandoned. The shame of it ate at him. He thought of Craley, just a child when he'd taken him from his father's provening den. A lost child whose life was cheap. Sen had spent so much of it already. 
Now here he stood, thinking about leaving all those people behind. Taking up with the Decatate and living that life, but it would be just as much a lie as Lonnigan Clay's life. The Darkness would come, and soon. This war was just a brief reprieve. 
He patted the angel's head, and laughed. What would Alam say if he saw him now? 
A small light winked to life on the opposite bank of the canal. At first Sen thought it was a shellaby bug or an odd refraction of the moon, but as it grew closer and brighter, it became clearer. It walked across the bridge with its long Spindle arms swaying gently. 
Alam. 
He came to rest standing on the bridge beside Sen, the fuzzy light about him reforming into color and solid shape. 
"You've used me up," he said. 
Sen felt his heart sink, as though he'd fallen into a sudden hole and couldn't stop the descent. At the same time he smiled, because how could he not be happy to see his oldest friend.
"I know." His voice sounded strangled. "I'm sorry."
"Now you're fighting a war alongside Lord Quill, using me. And Craley, you've used that girl up before she ever had a chance."
"I never meant it," began Sen, but the shining figure of Alam spoke over him.
"You don't need to explain to me. You think I don't understand?"
Sen opened his mouth but no words came out. 
"This is not forgiveness," added Alam. "You know that. Forgiveness is conditional. This is acceptance. You sent me to my death, Sen. Now you'll send Craley, Lord Quill, the machine Awa Babo, all of them to their deaths, and you know it. But I accept it. They will too."
Sen reached out, but the distance between him and Alam was too great; like always, like that first time at this canal when Sen had sent him away.
"I always loved Feyon," Alam mused. "Did you know that? Probably you did. She was never far from my mind. But she wasn't for me. That was plain from the beginning."
"I-"
"No apologies, Sen. There's nothing to say. It is what it is. I had my life. I scrivened. I fought for you, when you called. I didn't hate doing that. My father would have been proud at the end. That was enough."
"It's not over," Sen protested. He felt guilt for enjoying his time with the Decatate. He had responsibilities now. Duty was lonely but it couldn't be ignored. "We'll win this time. I'll stop the Rot, I promise. I'll bring the world back and the Darkness will never come."
Alam tilted his head slightly, as though amused. "You still believe that?"  
"Of course."
"And what's left to help you do that? Avia, Feyon? You've lost the others already."
Sen nodded. 
"That's not much."
"It's everything that I am."
"And what will you be when you've used them up, Sen?" Alam seemed sad. "What will remain? You're already thinking about staying here, in the middle of the goriest war the city ever saw." At that he smiled. "I'd say you're going crazy, but actually, you are, aren't you?" The smile faded. "You're forgetting why you're here. I don't think there's any answer to that."
Sen stared at his Spindle friend vacantly. His figure was already shimmering, the darkness beyond washing through him
"Don't go," he said weakly. "I don't want to be alone any more."
"I've been gone for a long time. Haven't you realized that yet?"
Sen started to speak again, but the figure was gone. 
He felt the loss deeply, cutting into him, though already he'd forgotten the reason why. 
The night hung dark about him. The bridge, the cinderfields, the stars. His fingers rested on the cold lump of stone. Black's words rang back through his mind. 
Be ready for their faces.
He knew he'd lost another memory; he felt the ache in his stomach, piling atop Efraius' death, so many deaths. He felt like throwing up. He didn't know who it was, only a long thin figure standing before him in the darkness, light rolling about him. 
The bridge meant nothing to him now. He sensed that once, even recently, it had meant very much. Now it was only a soot-stained remnant of another world, subsumed by the new, coated in the ash of the dead. Something had been torn from him, and it left him cold and lonely.
He turned his back on it, and headed toward the Sunken Jib and the light and life of the Decatate.
 



 
 
EFRAIUS
 
 
They were telling stories of Efraius. Sen sat amongst them with a watery ale and listened.
Efraius had joined the Decatate eight years ago, when Black had caught him cutting purses in the lower Haversham, stealing from dimewrights and incensiers. He'd tried to swipe Black and the Deadface had broken his arm without a thought. But Black hadn't left him there. He'd dragged him by the broken arm to the Bodyswell, waited in the long lines, and paid for the repair.
Sen looked around the group. Smoke was wafting from their weak scarab cigarillos, from the braziers of dried yak dung they were huddled around. 
He'd known these men and women for only two days, but already he knew more about them than the people he'd forgotten. This was their hax, this repetition of the lives of those they'd lost, to make them real, and it felt real to Sen. 
Red Folly the moon-faced Autist was champing on an unlit wad of dried giblets. Cart the Pinhead was slurping noisily on his dull green Amaranth. Gorogan the beak-nosed Flyk lay back on the deck with his boots off and feet toward the fire, wisps of steam rising from his three-toed socks. Black sat still, poised, his live eye closed, hands folded peacefully in his lap before him. Several others whose names Sen hadn't yet caught were slumped in various stages of exhaustion, relaxation, listening as the tale of Efraius, or Sly Skillock, was passed around. 
A humpbacked Ogric took up the tale and passed it on to a half-Moleman, on to a masked Cowface, on to a Steaplygic Sen had seen wielding two massive caulks at once. 
Black had paid the Bodyswell for the bone-setting, then sat with Skillock the thief on the Levi banks, beneath the waving black flags of the Bodyswell line, with the musk of the corpse fires flowing around them. There he gave him the Decatate ultimatum. 
"Pledge or die."
They'd all heard the tale before, but the words still raised a light clamor, as liquor glasses clanked together.
Skillock had pledged, and Black took him to the proving grounds in Lord Quill's estate, where his training began that very night. Six months later he fought his first engagement on Tiptanic Hill, slaying several Ontaurs, half-horsemen from the western nation of Celibaste. They went on to victory. 
Someone else picked up the tale, weaving it through more encounters: Skillock's skirmishes against pirates aboard the Decatate frigate 'Roamer's Thousand' at the fringes of the Sheckledown Sea; Skillock running down landsharks for their pelts on hunting trips to the Absalom Dusts; Skillock prying out proveners and scarab addicts in the lowlands of the Sump, on behalf of the King's new edicts. 
Then came the Drazi siege. 
Sen was surprised to find himself mentioned by name. They retold the story of his street fight with the big Gawk; the words exchanged and the outcome. They retold their banter on the ramparts, retold Efraius's last night drunkenly asleep across the table where Sen and Black had spoken. They retold his fall from the battlements, and Black's crossbow bolt hammering into his chest. 
At the end silence fell over the group. Sen found tears welling in his eyes. The big Ogric reached out to pat Sen's shoulder, and at his firm touch the tears broke down his cheek. He'd lost so much. He didn't even know what, but the ache inside was raw and real. Something was missing, something the facts from Freemantle's book would never fill in. He ached with emptiness. It seemed he was only a bringer of death. What would his dirge be when he too was gone, but a litany of things lost and abandoned? 
He saw again Feyon's eyes as she died in the ash before the Aigle palace. For what? How could he hope to bring back a Corpse World that was already dead?
Some of the group wept with him. He felt their grief rising like a chorister, beautiful in its way, binding them together. They had all lost so much by now, and it barely mattered what the names and places were. They were all the same, and there was strength in knowing that. He rubbed the tears from his eyes. 
The next story began.
* * *
The following day he fought in a haze. At times the creaking of his own armor alerted him to movements he'd made but not realized. A breeze would alight upon his face and he'd decipher it as the swishing of a blade slicing a hair's breadth from his skin. 
He watched the sky. He thought about the Rot and the Darkness, cycling round each other endlessly in time. Already this world was getting thin; he'd stayed too long. There could be no long-lasting fellowship for him. It was a curse. If he stayed long enough he'd see all these people swallowed too, just like Feyon.
Feyon. He loved her still, more than anything, but was it fair to try to bring her back? Was there any hope at all? 
His body fought automatically. He watched the clouds overhead. What did the clouds care for the battle that was going on underneath them? What did it matter if all of the Decatate died, or all of the Drazi died? What did it matter if Ignifer was lost, and the Rot traveled back in time and the Darkness consumed them all? All things died, in time. 
The clouds were slurry gray like the Sheckledown, running and blurring. His left hand parried the Drazi, his right hand slew them, his feet kicked their bodies back within the wall. 
When the Grammaton tolled for midday the onslaught stopped. He barely registered the end of the attack, just stood there gazing up at the clouds, thinking of the night he and Feyon first kissed
Black shook him. For a moment he thought he recognized the Deadface before him, imagining it was one of his lost friends returning to tell him all was well, and the Rot was gone. 
"Wake up, they're coming again."
Sen shrugged him off. His spikes were still in his hands. He looked down and saw himself covered in blood. Was it the blood of yesterday, or today? He wasn't sure. Had he done anything but kill for weeks?
He heard the sound of the Drazi clambering up their ladders. The wood socked against the outer wall as their weight shifted, becoming a steady scraping as more ascended, their weight stabilizing the wood. He was listening intently when the first Drazi leaped over the black stone ramparts. 
For a moment Sen was transfixed. It was Efraius. 
The Gawk charged at him, twin rudimentary spikes in his hands. 
"Efraius," Sen began, stepping forward.
A slim gladius tore the Gawk's head from his shoulders. Sen let out a cry of anguish, then Black was upon him. 
"Wake up, you fool," he cried, "it's the Drazi."
He turned back into the assault. Sen heard his blade whishing in the air, heard the sheer slicing sound it made as it cut Drazi to pieces. He just looked down at the head on the floor, watching as its motions stilled and its eyes stopped blinking. 
"Efraius," he mouthed. 
The head fell still. 
The noise of battle rushed upon Sen. Somewhere Black was roaring, "Get up! Get up!"
He turned his head. 
Drazi were swarming the walls. They were everywhere, and they all looked like Efraius. They were longer and thinner, their faces changed, their teeth battered where Sen had smashed them. Some of them carried misericorde spikes in their long thin hands. 
One ducked around Black and charged at Sen. He twisted but not fast enough. Its first spike passed low through his side, the second high through his chest, and he fell back, trapping the blades in his body. The Drazi tried to yank them free, pulling the holes wider, but the angle held them. It was still tugging at them when Black shoulder-charged it from the battlements. 
"Get up!" roared the Deadface. 
Sen lay still. He felt the pain in his wounds, felt the blood leaking from him as more Drazi charged in. They all carried spikes now, like poor lost Craley. 
The weight of it was too much. He couldn't think about it. He couldn't bear it. He stared up at the clouds and waited to die. 
* * *
It was dark. He wasn't sure if he was dead or alive any more. The screaming had ceased. The dreams of flaming bodies and disease were gone for now. The sky was motionless and dark overhead, but for drifts of black smoke that sailed by, occluding the stars.
Bodies, burning. 
He heard footsteps moving over to him. Black's Deadface loomed over him. 
"I should kill you where you lie," he said.
Sen said nothing, his eyes tracking Black's. They held like that for a time, as tears leaked down the side of Sen's face. 
The Deadface bent and lifted him like a child. He drifted in and out of consciousness. 
On a bench in a yellow-sheeted hut somewhere off the cinderfields, Black bribed a Bodyswell healer to ease the spikes from his body. Sen wept throughout, not for the pain but because he was still alive. He reached out to stay the hands of the blood-spattered man in filthy white robes, but his weak arms were batted aside. 
He felt the stitches go into his body. Events broke into flashes, as the pain sucked him in and out of consciousness. Black was by his side. Visions of two thin men played before him, one a Gawk, one a Spindle. They all suffered. Efraius and somebody. Feyon was there and so was Freemantle, alone in his white room. In the corner sat Avia, and Saint Ignifer, and with them the entire army of the defeated, galloping once more to their deaths.
He knew now that he would never see them again. 
 



 
 
BATTLE III
 
 
But he didn't die. 
He roused into silence. Before there had been groaning, but now that was gone. He opened his eyes and saw the high stone ceiling of the Sunken Jib above him. He was lying on the bar top in a strange quiet, and felt peaceful, as though something had been lifted from him. The pain was gone. The emptiness didn't matter. 
Something moved across his vision and he tracked it. His mind cleared sharply, as the brown thing sighted upon him, its bloody snout sniffing the air.
Drazi. 
In the inner siege plain, beyond the cinderfield killing grounds. Inside the Sunken Jib. 
He noticed bodies of soldiers lying nearby, all of them dead, some gutted, their entrails spread like rags across the floor. Scraps still trailed from to the muzzle of this creature with the face of Efraius. 
In its hands were twin spikes. 
For a moment they stared at each other, sharing some weird kinship. Then the Drazi leapt, Sen moved, and it was over in a second. The Drazi was lying across his chest, one of its spikes sunk into the shallow outside of Sen's thigh, the other twitching in palsied fingers against the makeshift wooden bar. 
Sen gazed into its eyes, fascinated, so close to his own. He held it tight as it trembled and went limp, then held on a moment longer, seeking out in its features the things that were not Efraius, that made killing it all right. 
Then he pushed it away. The broken bottle he'd driven into the back of its head clattered to the ground. He lay still and breathed for a moment, then rolled off the bar, lurching under his own weight. He pulled the blade from his thigh and stuffed a wad of dirty gray bandaging into the bleeding flap. The stitches in his waist and chest pulled tight as he stood but he welcomed the pain, because the pain gave him purpose. 
He had to save the Decatate. If nothing else, that mattered now. 
At the bottom of the bar top was his armor, but he ignored it. It had only ever slowed him down. Instead he took up the Drazi's spikes, looked around one last time across the counting house that had become a bar and now a carrion hall, another grave for the Decatate, then ran out into the thick of the invading Drazi mass.
He killed three before he'd realized it; a leap, the stitches tugging at his waist, blood flowing from his thigh, a turn, three thrusts, and they fell in his wake. 
He ran on. 
They were everywhere across the cinderfields. They were flowing over the wall like a brown swathe of lava, washing across the rubbled barrens and funneling along the paths beaten by numerous soldiers, heading toward the distant Levi bridgeheads. 
Two more died in his wake, a slice to the jugular and a spike through the eye. They collapsed and he sprinted on. Closer now, he could clearly see the breaches in the wall. Great holes had been blasted in the top of the scaffolded ramparts that could only have been wrought by mangonels. They were learning. 
Drazi poured through the gaps largely unobstructed now, stepping over the bodies of their fellows. Drazi dead lay in mounds at the feet of several silver figures still battling on, the last of the Decatate. Everywhere else, from the battlements to the blasted cinderfields where lumbering Ogric had once waited with their body carts to ferry away the dead, the Drazi piled in. 
He spilled the guts of one as it ran by, almost incidentally. Steam rose from the entrails. The thing screamed and Sen ended its suffering with a spike through the brain. 
Was he too late?
His eyes scanned the battlements desperately, seeking the burning figure of the last Man of Quartz, but all he saw were the lightly furred bodies of the Drazi leaping and rolling over everything.
The city was falling. It couldn't be, because in legend Lord Quill saved it, but it was happening now before his eyes. Was this his doing? Had he somehow brought his curse with him and killed the world five hundred years early?
He leapt over the bodies of fallen beasts, ignoring the pain of his wounds. He ran by the smoking cart of a Mog, its owner savaged and spread out behind it. He ducked under a low-slung caulk blow and sidestepped a javelin, coiling around each of the Drazi attackers and puncturing their bodies with his spikes before they had time to adjust.
At the wall he hit the flood. The weight of Drazi slammed into him and pushed him back. He stabbed at them and killed three, five, seven, but there were always more pushing from behind, blocking his path. 
Above he heard one of the Decatate cry out. 
"I'm coming!" he called back.
He sprinted around the Drazi influx and threw himself at the wall, digging his spikes into the tight mortar-points, and began to climb. 
A Drazi came for him and he kicked its face, dislodging Efraius' long jaw and sending it squealing to the ground. More Drazi fell past him, victims of the Decatate blades above. He heard a voice calling down to him but couldn't make out the words over the screams and war cries and the ringing clash of metal on stone. 
Halfway up the wall, completely exposed, a strange sense of calm overcame him and everything seemed to slow down. 
He turned to survey the city behind him. Flames had ignited somewhere and were sparking through distant districts they'd thought safe; the Calk, Carroway, carrying on the breeze toward the Levi. Smoke fitfully obscured the dire battles at the Levi bridges, where wounded soldiers fought side by side with whichever damasks were bold enough to run out brandishing candlesticks and pimiento daggers.
They hadn't been able to blast the bridges yet. There must have been no warning. The city was on the brink of falling. Everything would be lost, but he would fight on anyway, and for some reason that last thought filled him with joy. It was simple and clear. He let out a loud whoop and raced the last stretch to the top of the wall, hand over hand as he had once climbed the Abbey cathedral, climbing to prove he was who he thought he was. 
Beyond lay the endless swarm of the Drazi, and beside him fought the blaze of Lord Quill himself. 
"Sen," called the Man of Quartz, swinging a double caulk in one hand and the sword of Oriole in the other. They sliced through the Drazi like hot wax. "I thought we'd lost you days ago. Instead here you are, clambering up the wall like a Spider. It's good to see you alive."
"It's the end, Lord," Sen called out over the mad clamor. "They're onto the Levi. Soon they'll be in the city proper."
Lord Quill cut three Drazi in half with a single blow, met Sen's eyes briefly for a beat, then crushed a Drazi skull with a shattering punch.
"How do we win now, Lord?" Sen shouted over the melee. "You're a hero for what you do here, your name rings through the ages, but how do you do it? How do you turn the Drazi?"
Quill cut the feet off a Drazi, took a spear point in the upper arm which spewed hot stony blood, then snapped the spear and sliced the Drazi in two through his lower ribs. Sen dispatched three with spikes peppered into their chests as fast as flintlock fire. 
"I've been thinking about your question," Quill boomed in his rumbling voice, as if nothing Sen had said was strange.
Sen blinked, and almost missed a double axe head thrusting at him like a spear. At the last minute he stabbed it to the side with one spike point and impaled the Drazi's wrist with the other, spinning around the falling weapon to strike its wielder in the forehead. The beast's skull cracked open and it fell screaming. 
"What question?" 
"The cost," called Lord Quill, stamping down on the extended arm of a dying Drazi as it struggled for a weapon. The bone imploded with a sick compound crack. "What cost for victory."
"You said everything."
Lord Quill winked. "Now I think I know what it means." He laid his caulk and the sword of Oriole out flat before him, braced against each other so they formed a kind of wall, and pressed them against a ten-wide swathe of the scrabbling Drazi horde. 
His skin flared a shade whiter. The Drazi cooking under his splayed weapons screamed, Lord Quill leaned in hard, and in a feat of outsized strength he stopped the flow of them dead.
Sen's mouth dropped. Every second more Drazi piled up behind the wall of Quill's twin blades, but he held them motionless. They jabbed at him around the sizzling metal, cutting into his arms and chest, but he didn't waver. He roared into their faces and pressed forward.
They slid back. 
Sen advanced after him, spiking any Drazi that escaped the burning wall. Beside him the Man of Quartz shook with the strain. Currents of light crackled over his skin as step by step he pushed thirty, perhaps forty Drazi back, up to the broken edge of the wall, and then beyond. 
They fell and Lord Quill followed.
Sen watched in disbelief as the last Man of Quartz dropped from the battlements to the outer siege plain. Lord Quill was gone. 
Sen leaned out to see his blazing figure down below, pummeling the morass of Drazi he had fallen into, every blow landing with a sickening crack, laughing wildly.
The mad joy resurged in Sen's chest. So this was the end, and he welcomed it; the answer to all his uncertainty. Everyone else had died, and he was finally ready to join them. He reversed his grip on both spikes and leapt from the edge after his hero.
Something slammed into him before he could clear the battlement. It thumped the air from his lungs and knocked him sideways onto the battlements, where he gasped and rolled and the weight came off.
Black's slack face loomed over his own. 
"That's twice," he said. 
"Quill's down there," Sen gasped. "I had to-"
"I saw," Black interrupted, turning from Sen. He knelt by the breach hole and unsnapped the black crossbow pipe from his right chausse. 
Sen rolled to his knees and looked down into the mad fray below. The Drazi had stopped assaulting the walls and were instead converging upon Lord Quill like shellaby bugs to a candle. He met them with mad laughter and a whirlwind of white-hot steel, shouting out for them to come closer.
And he was moving forward. 
"That's impossible," Sen whispered.
He was moving the entire Drazi horde. They spiraled around him, packing in tighter until there were hundreds swirling in his orbit, drawn by his laughter, his heat, his deep rumbling voice. 
"He's singing now?" asked Sen faintly.
"Old Decatate drinking song," Black said, snapping the T-arms of the crossbow into place, and pulling the cord strings from within to string them to the contact tips. "All about damasks."
Sen looked from the crossbow to Black's face, realizing what he was planning. "You can't."
"He'd do the same for me," Black said sharply. "The standing order. They don't take us alive."
Sen laid his hand over the crossbow vault, preventing Black from loading the bolt. "This is not you or me, Black. This is Lord Quill! He saves us all, he saves the city, he leads the Drazi away into the sky, I know it; maybe that's what he's doing now."
Black backhanded him across the face. 
Sen landed hard on his side, so the stitches in his belly tore out and fresh blood welled from the wound. He struggled to rise but his head lurched and he succeeded only in pushing himself forward weakly. He tried again but couldn't seem to get his hands braced under him, flopping from side to side. Black had hit him hard.
Now he heard the whining ratchet of Black winding the crossbow. 
"No," he moaned, unable to move. 
"Why?" replied Black without looking. "Because you need him for your war? This is the war I care about, Sen, and I care for him a thousand times more than I do for you. This is the end, and he deserves to go out like the hero he is." 
"Then let him! He's making his choice."
"Not his choice anymore," Black said, and lifted the black metal crossbow and sighted it to his eye. 
Sen's vision lolled and he tried to edge forwards, but smacked his face hard into the battlements instead.
"What did you do to me?"
"Nerves in your neck," Black said calmly. "It'll wear off soon. He's making good progress. He might make it to the vat before they pull him down."
"Let him!" slurred Sen, struggling to approach.
"He'll be out of range. He must mean to fire them again, but I can't take the risk. If they get him, with everything he knows, the whole Corpse World will fall within a year."
His finger tightened over the trigger-pull. Sen surged forward on a burst of the Saint, and his spike slammed through Black's chest. 
The crossbow discharged into the masses of Drazi below, far from the tornado about Quill. 
Sen stared down at his still trembling hand, holding the spike. He hadn't meant to do that. Blood trickled over his knuckles. Black rolled and looked up at him, his eyes wide. 
"Assassin," he mouthed. Foamy blood rose to his lips. 
Sen held his red hand before them both. "I didn't-"
Black snorted. Sen waited, but he didn't breathe in again. 
He looked up. Quill was still advancing upon the Drazi vats, the sparking light at the heart of the brown tornado, pulling the Drazi encampment with him. Sen eased Black away with no time for grief, then flung himself off the battlements and down to the Drazi masses below. 
He landed on a pile of the dead, a rib cracking in his chest. He ignored it and rolled to the siege plain of mud and blood below. The Drazi were drawing away from the wall like a tide, toward Lord Quill, and he ran with them. 
The nausea from whatever Black did faded as he ran. None of the Drazi were attacking him now, rather they blurred by on either side, only groping forward for Quill. Soon he was in amongst them thickly, squeezing through until they were pressed so tightly he could scarcely breathe. 
Quill's voice rang closer now, lustily bawling out crude lyrics, punctuated by the sweep and scythe of his caulk and sword. Sen had to be right there for what was coming; the change thrummed in the veil. This had to be the moment, and here was the army. 
The Drazi bodies before him were rampacked, so he used the spikes to find purchase in ribs and clavicles, climbing up their bodies. The gap behind him sealed and a solid mass of shoulders and heads lay ahead. He rose up and ran, picking his way over a slippery plain of flesh with all the nimbleness that he'd once used to run the night roofs of his city. 
The singing of Lord Quill stopped. Seconds later Sen saw the vat clearly, stretching away as large as Grammaton Square. It was on fire, though this wasn't any fire he knew. This fire raged beneath the vat's surface, like the glowing lights in the walls under Aradabar, fuming a multitude of oranges, yellows and reds. 
Quill was inside already. 
Sen reached the edge of the Drazi horde and dived head first, splashing down into oil, mud and memory.
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Hunger. 
Hunger was on all sides of him, rushing in through every pore. It was all that the Drazi felt and it consumed them completely, but it wasn't all that they knew. In brief flashes Sen glimpsed random memories fired across the vat, stolen and stored somewhere within the Drazi mind. 
The first were of farmers; men and women of the Sump in simple cotton smocks, standing at their hay bales with long forks in their hands, trying to fight for what was theirs. He saw children running, their calves streaked with mud. The bark of trees was peeled away to reveal the delicious worms inside, gnawing into the meat of the wood. There was life turning in the dirt, in the plants, in the trees, and all of it offered fuel. 
He saw their origin in the hunger; the master mogrifer who birthed them to consumption. Sen glimpsed him in the Drazi collective memory, carried from body to body over the distances and transferred from vat to vat; a yellow-skinned Painman who cut every shred of humanity away from his creations' living minds, leaving only the hunger behind. 
He whittled them down to that basic remainder then crossbred them with the very disease that was killing him. At his direction they learned to mogrify themselves and rebreed with dire efficiency, to learn with the hunger always at their core. They were his revenge against a world that had reviled his caste and laughed at his ailments; an Unforgiven before they even held that name.
He'd been a Wight, a wisp-bodied sucker-of-wounds, and his kind had always been shunned as parasites and unclean. Banned from most cities across the Corpse, the good citizens did not care for his protestations that he had never bled a child unto death, never eaten more than he needed, never stolen the whole of a life. They treated him as a monster, so he became a monster, at the last feeding his own body and mind into the Drazi mulch and setting his creations free.
Abruptly Sen lurched up through the oily surface at the edge of the vat and gasped in a breath. On every side of him now stood the Drazi like an endless wall, their mogrified faces staring back at him with Efraius' eyes. 
He spat out oily fluid and kneaded it from his eyes. The colors in the vat rippled faster now, focusing toward a pure white fire around a figure in the center. Something deep was changing, and Sen knew what it was. 
Lord Quill.
But perhaps not fast enough. Long Drazi tendrils slithered up his legs and drew him back in. He hacked at them with his blunt spikes to no avail. 
"Wait," he shouted, as his lower body was quickly encased in white, growing up from the vat like roots. "I need Quill!"
The tendrils didn't listen and dragged him down.
* * *
Within the vat the Drazi swirled around him, shredding the outer reaches of his mind, even as they swirled faster and brighter around Lord Quill at the center. Sen felt a dizzying blending as he was conjoined into the horde, as pieces of himself were thinned out like clay rolled flat and folded. He tried to cry out and resist, but the Drazi held him at their mercy. 
It was no the same for Lord Quill. Their hunger seemed to be enraged by his inexplicable calm, even as they bored harder, desperate to suck out the secrets of Quill's incredible knowledge of war, his fiery skin and his skills with a caulk. 
Yet Quill did not fight back. Whole generations of farmers and fighters and beasts gnawed on him, and Sen felt that gnawing as if it was in his own skin, as the thing that was Lord Quill steadily spread into the Drazi mulch, and so into him. 
He began to understand. 
This was the moment the Drazi tide turned. As they consumed more of Lord Quill, they became more like Lord Quill, and through him they saw themselves for the first time. Once they had been people, and if there was anything Quill knew, it was people. He saw through the hunger to what they truly were; stolen minds and lives turned into a cancer, once filled with hopes, dreams, fears, and loves. 
With his own eyes he held up a mirror so that they could see themselves. He spoke directly into the mass of them, not with words but a message spiked in burning white light. 
"Fat Kal," came his voice, "Efraius. Glay, Mantico, all the fallen of the Decatate. I have come for you. None of my soldiers go this way alone. Listen to me."
The Drazi listened. Suffused throughout their collective brain were memories of Lord Quill from both sides of the siege. He was the god-like figure on the battlements above, who had both stymied and rallied them at every turn, who had at once burned off their brothers and sisters and saved their families, who had slaughtered them in their thousands and saved them in their thousands. They knew him as a great leader and a great lover, as a man who would never give in, who offered hope and defiance and delivered on his every promise.
So they listened, and slowed their assault. 
"I can help you," Quill promised the hive mind, as new possibilities poured out of him. "I can offer you more than you can ever take. I can fill up your hunger and bring you peace." 
The Drazi swarm stopped swirling and boring, as one by one their individual minds began to believe. Everything they were made of believed in him already, from fallen Decatate and damasks to farmers and children swept up from the Sump; all of them respected the last Man of Quartz. They listened as he spoke of something bigger than the hunger, coming from an older and deeper place.
Hope. 
"I'll lead you to such glory," his voice boomed through the vat in shivers of white light. "I will make of you a burning army, and together we will rebuild this world."
The Drazi didn't fully understand his words, but his meaning was clear. He was better than anything they'd ever consumed, better than the one who had made them, and he could mogrify them into something better too, because he'd done it a thousand times before with men and women of all castes. 
He was a leader, and he now he was offering to lead them.
They responded; slowly at first but gaining speed as his thoughts spread and reverberated. So they carried him deeper into the core of the horde than any mind they'd absorbed before, down the linking canals to the grand central vat, where they made him more than just limbs and faces, more than memories reduced to kindling for a shambling beast intent upon salving its own hunger. Rather, they made him their soul.
In their embrace Quill lost himself and found himself a thousand times over, and Sen too felt it all. His thoughts were stretched to encompass countless animal minds, his pulse became the pulse of the swarm, his body became all the bodies of the Drazi across the battlefield. The pressure was immense and at once it was simple, as within every one of them he found glints of better dreams beneath the ravening hunger. 
He saw glimpses of love won and lost, friendships sealed and ended, fathers and sons broken and reunited, mothers and daughters wounded and forgiven, new unions and new life, children born, children lost, glory stolen and earned, all the many fragments of life jumbled and swirling. Throughout he found hidden dreams like embers in the Drazi heart and breathed them to life, starting his final, greatest fire beneath the skin. You will live well, he promised them. You will die well. You will leave something better than yourself behind. 
In the Drazi horde he sowed a thousand dreams of something better, and cured the cancer at the horde's heart. 
So the war ended. So the fighting stopped, and the Drazi stood silent and still across the siege plains, gathered about the vat where the change was made.
* * *
Sen shivered back to breath at the edge of the vat. The white mask of tendrils that had held him in position sank into the mulch, but his connection with the horde was still there. The hope Quill had promised was within him still. The army was ready to fight and destroy another hunger that couldn't be stopped; the Rot. A thousand Efraius faces looked at him, and he looked back at them. 
We'll help you, they said. Together.
Sen rose to his feet in the vat, finally understanding how Lord Quill had achieved his legendary ascent. It was happening right now. This was the moment Lord Quill carried the Drazi scourge away into the heavens, except it wasn't to the heavens, but to the veil. 
Sen laughed, as the pieces clicked into place. How else would a chariot fly? It was because of him. He would raise Lord Quill and the horde up. 
Except he was exhausted. All he had left for strength was Feyon and Avia, and every moment he could feel himself losing them too. The Darkness was coming already, and it just wasn't enough. It couldn't be enough and he was too tired to try.
Then a bright white figure rose from the center of the vat; Lord Quill transformed. His rough Quartz edges had been rounded into Drazi flesh, but still he shone with a terrible fire.
His eyes met Sen's.
"We can help," he said, and his voice shook the earth, because it came from every Drazi mouth at once. 
"I can't do it," Sen answered. He held out his hands; there was no fire left in his scars anymore. "I'm not strong enough to take you all."
"You will be," the Drazi voices said, filling the air like a holy chorister.
More memories surged into him then, and all of them were gifts; a young Quill riding on a cart over the Sump, seeing the city for the first time and knowing it would be his future. Efraius earning his Decatate name as a draftee and feeling the weight of Lord Quill's sword on his shoulder as he was inducted, becoming somebody that mattered. More followed in a tumble, from thousands or people that Sen had never known.
He knelt down in the yak field and asked for her hand, she said yes. He dropped a dagger into the heart of the man who had killed his father, and felt the relief come. She leapt from the cliff edge and fell to the rocks below, alas. Their baby, born! The rains came, at last! She died in his arms, he wept. They were married in the town parish, everyone saw. He was betrayed, forgave. She longed for something greater, and the angels came down! Madness. Quiet. The trees grew over her grave. He died and saw the faces of his family. Love, heat, light. Moments of clarity came so brilliantly now that they felt like blows, punches of color spiking in Sen's mind with joy, vaulting rage, bliss, the deepest loneliness, the fullest peace, filling him up.
Sen threw back his head and blue light burst from him in a geyser. He was everywhere at once.
On the wall he woke Black with a start, healing the blow he'd struck through his chest. Beyond the cinderfields he healed dying citizens in their hundreds; their innards sewn back within their skins, their bones set, their terror and pain replaced with a blushing heat of wider memory, of wider existence, of wider flowing life.
Everything. He was them all; the Sump, the mountain, the Drazi, Quill, Efraius, everything that had been swallowed up, everything that had been taken, everything they had known, now returned. 
Around him the lands of the Sump burst into flower. Shoots of trees burst up through the soil like fingers, blades of grass flamed from the earth, birds and animals cawed and called their way back to life. 
The Drazi. The battle. The army. These were tangible things, blocks he could move about in his mind, realities to be twisted, folded and engaged. He thought it and it was so. The war was waiting and they would come, rising on a cloud of white fire into the sky, into the veil, into history. 
* * *
Black heaved himself to his feet. 
The word rang through his mind, and he whispered it aloud. "Assassin."
The siege plain ahead was empty. There'd been a single, brilliant flash of light then all the Drazi were gone. Now where the vats and the churned brown mud had been there was a new growth of crops, with grass and trees spreading out over the barren Sump where the war swarm had been. 
How much time had passed? 
He turned to the city. The fires there were out, the clouds of smoke were lifting, and the invading Drazi were gone. He heard the first voices raised in cries of happiness and celebration; sounds he hadn't heard for a long time, other than their twisted echoes in the dull, smacking, smoky confines of the Sunken Jib. 
These were real. 
Somehow Lord Quill and Sen had saved them all. 
He descended to the city and walked the barren cinderfields. Soldiers he'd lost in the morning ran up to him, cheering, their wounds healed. They held his arm, shook his hand, embraced and wept on his shoulder. 
He knew these men and women. They were as good as dead, and now they had returned. It wasn't possible but it had happened.
"It was Quill," he told them, all of them. "I saw him rise on a chariot of blue fire, sweeping the Drazi away."
He didn't mention Sen, and his soldiers didn't ask. This was Lord Quill's story, after all.
So the people hugged. They wept. Slowly they hobbled back into their broken city, to rebuild again.
 



 
 
KING SEEM I
 
 
Sen stood in the white of the veil, looking at his hands. 
How long had he been there? He didn't know. How long had he been looking at these hands? It was hard to say. They looked like his own, but how would he know? There were no mirrors. There were only names. 
Sen was a name. Quill was a name too. Which of those was he? It felt like his head was sloshing with a thick liquid. There'd been white bars in Freemantle's cell. He wondered what they tasted like. Was that the liquid tumbling in his thoughts?
He walked. 
Sen. 
In this direction lay Freemantle. He knew that. The lantern-jawed clocksman, so sincere, so concerned. The hope in his eyes made Sen feel ill. Then in this direction there was Craley. It would be good to know if she was alive. There were a thousand places and times he could go to see Feyon. 
What would he say? 
He didn't fell empty. He didn't feel full. 
What about Efraius? 
Now the Decatate were gone. That hurt to think. He'd just been with them, drinking, fighting, surviving; but they were all long dead now, five hundred years ago and faded in the mists of history. What did that mean? He could go back at any moment and see them, but what good would that do, now the war was over?
War was a crucible. War fired spirits and beat them together, making of them a singular blade. Was that a quote? 
Tears leaked from his eyes. He touched his cheeks and looked to see if they were blue, but they were clear, like tears. He didn't know what came next. 
King Seem, Craley would say. Awa Babo. More heroes, written into his fate by a mother he still remembered. But King Seem would drain him. He knew that already, could feel it. The army of Aradabar would pull him apart, darting across the Corpse and opening so many doorways to the veil, hiding them in pockets for some grand reveal. 
What about him?
He'd even be happy to see Lonnigan. He was tired of always moving from face to face. To feel all the Drazi inside him, to feel the world turn with the Darkness always underneath, was like a constant ache that never went away. 
Responsibility. Loneliness. He started walking toward Freemantle. The door opened, and through a slit in the white wall he peered into the clocksman's cell.
Freemantle was sitting at his white desk, as ever. At the side was Sen, slumped in the white chair, lost in the veil. Freemantle was writing something, of course. Words were his reality. Sen stood at the entrance for a long time, willing Freemantle to turn around. It would be a relief, and perhaps that relief would break him open. If he slowed down now, if he stopped, would he ever be able to start again? 
He felt like one of Lonnigan Clay's bombes, hurtling through the veil and bouncing off walls until finally its gyroscopic energy burst in a static rain over Heaven's Eye. The oceans would part. The world would change forever.
He let the door to the cell close. It would be cowardice to return now. He had to take do his duty, no matter the cost. Lord Quill had said it.
He opened the veil on King Seem. 
It was simple now, to watch his father sitting on the rooftop of his palace, waiting for a change to come. Everyone had their own pain, and Seem had been young once, uncertain, perhaps even lost. Three thousand years ago he'd been at the peak of his powers, standing at the dawn of recorded history with bat wings spread, and still he had his own pain. 
Three years ago was before the Book of Airs and Graces was written, before Seem had found Avia, before any of the legends Sen had grown up believing had been dreamed up. Perhaps they were magical times, filled with possibility, and Sen thought about stepping through. 
He could talk to his father as a young man. He could explain all that was to come; the Rot and the Darkness, his three thousand years of solitude in the ruins of his own city, the circular war for the Corpse, but he didn't do it. This was King Seem's life to live; both the sorrow and the joy. How could he rob that from him, just to give himself some relief?
He'd lost too much to stop, and too much to go back. There was no other place; no home for him in the Decatate, no role for him on Lonnigan's crew, only a white cell with a lonely man who hadn't seen another soul for generations. He smiled, only for himself. Perhaps this was what Freemantle felt like all the time; observing but never taking part, never being remembered, never being able to stay, becoming a ghost in the eyes of the world. He felt like a ghost in history, flitting across the ages and offering a nudge here, some guidance there, but what did any of it mean? 
He hoped there wasn't long left. 
He closed the veil on his father. It wasn't time for him, yet. There were others to convince, other works to do, though all of it would come full circle in the end. 
* * *
It was night, and King Seem sat on the tower roof of his palace, overlooking the library city of Aradabar; the glass towers of learning glinted in the moonlight, the spread of bookyards sparkled with spartan candlelight. Beneath him the burnished brass roof was still warm from the day's sun, and the heat soaked into his outspread wings. 
Overhead the stars shone brightly, and as ever he wondered what they were; distant gods, as some of the Dust's tribes believed, or shellaby bugs stuck to the sky, or whole other worlds looking back. Occasionally their lights were shadowed by the blur of one of the city's bat-clouds, hunting the sky for Jalopy geese. 
He held his palms before him and studied them by starlight. They were tough from a long lifetime of yoking beasts into his empire: forcing iron grilles into the iris-like mouths of the massive landshark worms so they could hunt the Dusts; selectively breeding spiders into producing a silk stronger than spun diamante; harnessing the winged Mandray lizards with choking bridles and clippings out of their wings. 
He'd yoked so many creatures large and small, always to the purpose of gaining greater knowledge, yet the one true knowledge he sought had always eluded him. What he was. 
He traced the lines of his palms, wondering at how deeply they seemed to run. For two hundred years he'd lived in this body, a half-blind Autist stolen from his cave at the fringe of Absalom. Together they'd tamed the Dusts and sinklands, built the Yoked Empire out of disparate roaming tribes and bent the world to the service of civilization.
And now they were dying. 
His Autist body was getting older and slowing, though he did not feel old in his mind. Dozens of new avenues for innovation occurred to him every day: mating Hoplite ants with their larger cousins the Arynx to create a kind of grazing insect cow; training Mandrays to work with landsharks to better repair his empire's roads; refining the new breed of fish-stinging Castles-of-Clouds he'd fitted with conductive caps in Redemption Bay.
He knew he would die soon. The Autist that had shared its flesh and its mind so long ago was now an ancient thing long past the natural term of its life, held together only by Seem. He feared to lose this oldest and first host. He did not know what would become of him then, and he feared becoming what he had been before, a thing barely conscious, a black and enfolded lump alone on the dusts. 
Yet the alternative sickened him; to take another body as he had the Autist's. There were many that would volunteer to conjoin with the King of the Yoked Empire, but he did not relish taking a life for his own. For all he yoked the will of beasts to his intent, he could not stomach yoking a sentient mind.
He let himself drift on these thoughts, as ever. The stars blurred in his vision. Soon he would face that choice and no longer be able to look away; impotent solitude or sacrifice. Perhaps then he would find out what kind of beast he truly was. 
The voice came to him quietly, in a lull in the low breeze, so low he barely noticed it.
"I can help you," it said. 
Seem thought nothing of it. Words and phrases arose in his mind often, coming from some hidden wellspring of his conjoined union that he did not control. He addressed these thoughts as his own, and through that action made them his own. At times he felt himself in dialogue with the Autist, or found himself as the Autist in dialogue with the black lump.
"How can you help me?" he asked of himself.
"I can craft you a body that will never fade, and fill it with all the knowledge you seek. You will never need to take another body again."
Seem pondered this strange thought for a time. It was dissimilar from any he'd had before. "How would you do this?" 
"I have an empire at my disposal," said the voice, "a vast Federacy more advanced than anything you can conceive of, Seem. I can give this body to you, if only you wish it."
Seem's relaxation faltered. He often talked with himself, but rarely to offer things he did not know or understand. His ears pricked up and he pulled his wings in. 
"What is your Federacy, and why have I not heard of it before?"
"Do not be afraid," said the voice, "I mean you no harm."
Seem stood then. He looked about him, but saw nothing unusual. There were the bat clouds and the stars, the brass roof underfoot, the perfect radial streets of his city spreading out toward the Dust on one side and the Sump on the other, twinkling with candle light. 
He was alone as ever, but he felt the difference now. There was a presence at the edge of his mind, outside the tightly-bundled combination of the lump and the Autist. It was cold and angular, unlike any of the castes or creatures he'd yet met or domesticated. 
He was not truly alone. 
"You see me," said the voice. "Very good. You are the first in your Empire to do so. You will not be the last."
"Who are you?" asked Seem aloud.
"I am Emeritus of a Federacy that has existed long before you were born and will continue long after you die," came the voice. "Unless our empires are joined. Seem, I've come to offer you eternal life."
Seem frowned. "How can you speak in my mind?"
"I use the veil, a gift I was born to. Through it I reach across our world." 
At that Seem launched himself into the sky. With powerful wing beats he climbed several fathoms high, until the simple night sounds of the city below were muted by distance, and he could study his palace as if it were a model lying below. There was no movement, however, no sign of any intruder. 
"What kind of beast are you?" he said aloud.
"I am a Morphic, Seem, like yourself," came the voice in his mind. Seem had never heard the name Morphic, and it meant nothing to him. "I come bringing knowledge, and an offer of peace."
Seem wheeled about, tracking the silvery cirrus clouds for any sign of a spy, but there were only his bat clouds on their nightly hunts. "I have knowledge and peace already."
"Not like this," said the voice. "I have weapons you can not imagine. My ships fill the sky and the land and will roll over your civilization, should I wish it. But I do not wish to bring only destruction. What you have built has great value to me, and I would prefer it be preserved. Rather I seek to yoke your empire bloodlessly to my own."
A shiver passed through Seem, though not of fear. He'd never known fear his entire life, and would not until he met the child Avia in many years to come. This was anticipation. Excitement, even. There'd been wars before, but none that posed him a challenge. None that spoke to him on this 'veil' and offered knowledge he did not already have. 
"I know the novel intrigues you, as it does me," the voice continued, "yet pause before you think us into a conflict that will burn down this Corpse World. I offer greater rewards than you can imagine. I offer answers to the great question of what you are." 
"Tell me."
"I will tell you and more, if you agree to cede your empire to me."
Seem snorted. "It is no empire, in truth. It is tribes spread across the Dust, gathered together in loose affiliation."
"I disagree," said the voice calmly. "Let us speak plainly, as men who might be brothers should. You have built your empire. I have built mine. They cannot both survive, as mine must always grow. I require your Empire to feed my Federacy. You require a body as host for your true self, as timeless as the Heart. Neither need serve the other. It is an exchange."
Seem's mind danced with these strange concepts; Federacy, the Heart, a timeless body. "Even if I wished it, my people are not mine to exchange."
The voice laughed warmly in his head. "Come, Seem, surely you see more broadly than that. Did you take the body you now occupy by a negotiation as civilized as this, or did you merely take it?"
Seem quelled the anger rising within. "That was different. I had no such mind then, I acted from instinct alone. I will find a willing host for my next transition."
"And what more willing than a host with no mind to resist with? I can build you a body of pure diamante that will never tarnish. Would you not prefer that?"
Seem blinked. A body of diamante? "Perhaps I would, but not at the cost you ask. I cannot cede something I do not own. "
"That we shall see," said the voice. "For twenty years I have made preparations on your ageless body, anticipating this day. It is empowered with the veil, linked to every one of my machines of war. Through it you will see a new world, Seem. You will be my greatest general. I have bent the resources of the entire Mjolnir Federacy to create this, for you. Would you not even see it?"
"I will not," said Seem. The answer came more easily than he expected, but if he could not easily take a body even to extend his own life, how could he surrender the lives of all in his care? 
"I think you will, and soon, Seem. Until then we have reached impasse. I have no other choice. So our war begins, great King."
 



 
 
THE EMERITUS
 
 
The first Mjolnir Federacy scouts were captured by Mandray-riders at the eastern edge of the Absalom Dusts. They were strange creatures from a caste as yet unknown, whose bodies seemed half-formed. Seem named them Gnomics. They were pink and hairless, diminutive, with features, fingers, and limbs that looked like they had not been fired in a kiln long enough. They had no fingernails, no eyelids, and their noses were small and snub, their eyes simple smooth discs, their skin too smooth and stretched.
They wore light armor manufactured from a previously unimagined lead and petrite composite, and carried sighting oscolopes of a complexity beyond the Yoked Empire's understanding. Seem had them questioned, but none of them spoke. They did not seem capable of speaking. Neither did they have any interest in eating or anything else. They allowed themselves to be moved, even positioned, but they showed no sign of inner will. When offered a range of sustenance they did not eat or drink. 
When Seem touched them, attempting to reach into their minds as he had with so many other beasts, he saw nothing. They were empty, but for faint echoes of a birth, and a warm and loving god that had cradled them all their days.
A week passed and the first of them died, slipping away without a word or a sound. Seem had them fed and watered by tubes inserted down their throats, but it made no difference. In dissection afterward all the food and water remained in their stomachs, undigested. Their bodies had decided to stop living and there was nothing he could do to save them. 
The voice came to Seem again after the last of the Gnomics died. He stood by its cot surrounded by his finest medicians, as they clamored to be the one to open up this last of the strange creatures and unfold the secrets within, claiming knowledge none of them held. 
"My children have impressed you," said the voice. 
Seem turned, but of course there was no one there but the wise men and women of his empire. 
"I bred them to this, as you see," the voice said, "much in the same way you have bred your people. They respond to my thoughts only, carried over the veil. For me they live and for me they die."
"What are you?" Seem asked aloud.
His medicians turned to him, startled, and Seem strode from the room.
"I believe I am much like you," the voice went on. "I am a Morphic, a name I invented which means 'change'. Unlike you, I never saw the need for a host. I only need reach out, and I have as many bodies as I wish. They do as I bid. I'd like to show this to you. You should see the reach of my Federacy, so you know the futility of war. Everything you have built would be destroyed."
Seem strode down a long balustrade above the Great Library. At the open edge he took to the air, his wings carrying him up to a needle spike at the top of his first glass learning tower, where he alighted and stood, looking out over the sunset across Aradabar. 
"Your creatures died like they had no living force within them," he said. "I have never seen that before. How did you do it?"
The voice sounded amused. "I do not think you ask because you would like to reproduce it. They sicken you. But then you are a sullied Morphic, fallen into flesh too young. Had you lived as I did after my first birth, for centuries alone, you would have learned other ways to spread into the world." 
"This is the veil you spoke of."
"It is," replied the voice, almost greedily now. "We both were born with the skill to speak through it, directly into the minds of others. You have let that skill atrophy, and I doubt you will ever be able to commune with another mind over distance. So I offer you a body that can commune for you."
"The diamante host you're offering. So you want to make me more like you?"
The voice sounded amused. "And why not? We are brothers in caste. I know you carry a deep hunger to understand what you are. I know this hunger has driven your Empire's search for knowledge all this time. It has driven me too. Let us share our understanding."
Seem considered. 
"Come as my brother," the voice said. "Our war is not yet daubed in blood, but for a few petty sacrifices. I would gladly give a thousand more to have you by my side. See what I have built, and am building for you. Make your choice then."
Seem took to the air. 
"Tell me the way."
He felt the voice's happiness in his mind. "I will guide you." 
A golden line appeared in the air before him, stretching out across the sky. He blinked but it did not fade or alter. It cut through the clouds, headed north across the Dusts. 
"I will await you," said the voice, then faded. 
Seem was alone with the line. There were people below that he should notify; his viziers, his head librarians, but none of that seemed to matter in the moment. This golden line offered the knowledge he'd always sought, and he flew after it. Through the night he flew over the Dusts of Absalom, passing by a dozen growing towns where fences penned in Dielle, and banks of Hoplite ant-castles stood in tidy clusters, and sandy fields lay tilled in long neat rows by landshark-drawn ploughs. Through the following day he drew close to the edge of the world he'd known, and the end of the Dusts. 
For many days further he flew on, following the golden line. He flew over the Hasp mountains, so high that ice formed on his bat wings as he soared above the spiked teeth of the world, then he was beyond even that, and a new land unfurled, further than he'd ever traveled before. 
It was a place he could not have imagined, where the land was richly purple with strange trees. The orange dusts of Absalom and green of the Sump plains were left far behind. He flew on and saw a vast empire built out of conquest, linked by arrow-straight stone-paved roads. Crops of all kinds bloomed up in a patchwork of ordered fields. Towns spewed out smoke and ash as factories smelted metals, creating bizarre engines of war that Seem did not understand. In no places did he see libraries or schools, as filled the towns of the Yoked Empire, or even more than one kind of caste. In all places there were only the strange little Gnomics, working on their weapons. 
Seem followed the golden line to the Federacy's heart, where dense arrays of strange weaponry oriented to track him across the sky; mangonels and cannon, trebuchet loaded with ballast. Everywhere there was a dead silence, bar the hammering of metal on metal, for the Gnomics did not speak. 
At last, after nearly a week in flight with no time for rest, he came to the palace where the voice of the Emeritus lay. It stole his breath away. 
It was an immense pyramid that shone like a second sun, taller than anything in Aradabar. To look at it hurt his eyes. To think about how it could have been built, what kind of knowledge its construction required, confounded him. Drawing closer he saw it was built of thousands of angled panes of diamante, dotted with silver and gold and capped by a crystalline apex. 
He circled it three times, all the while drawing the tracking gaze of hundreds of Gnomics below, following him with their long iron cannon. On each revolution he drew closer to the tip of the pyramid. 
"Come in, brother," called the voice. 
Seem landed by the pyramid's crystal apex, where he found a large quartz door ajar. He passed inward, and went down a steeply descending staircase of sharp stone. The walls in places glowed from within, as though alive.
After some two hundred steps the staircase ended in a corridor, leading to a brilliantly lit pyramidal hall in the structure's center. The light was so sudden and sharp it momentarily blinded him, so he cast his hands over his eyes. 
Daylight. He removed his hands and peered across the space. He was in the center of the solid pyramid, but it was blazing with daylight. He studied the walls and saw built into them were hundreds of white flues lined with beaten silver, funneling the light in from outside. The sloping walls were peaked with a grand crystalline vault ceiling as big as a Dusts village. 
In the very center of the pyramid hung a silver sphere standing upon four ivory pillars. The sphere was perhaps as tall as Seem, and reflected the pyramid around it perfectly. Seem peered at his own weary body in the glossy silver, and wondered. Within this housing lay the Emeritus. Seem wasn't sure how he knew, but he felt it. Perhaps this was the veil.
Either side of the sphere hung two enormous lenses suspended from the pyramidal ceiling, which gathered the sunlight and focused it into tight beams that ran into the sides of the orb. Beneath it were a system of complex cogs, pulleys, and platforms. Seem widened his gaze and saw the whole pyramid's floor was covered in metal rails and tracks that conjoined in places then split apart, though all of them led in concentric circles back to the Emeritus's silver orb. 
Now the Emeritus spoke for the first time, with a voice that came from all sides, no longer only in Seem's mind. "I'm glad you have come, my brother."
It was rich and deep. Seem searched for the source, and saw Gnomics spotted around the pyramid walls, gathered in recesses in clusters of three, each of them closing its mouth as the Emeritus finished speaking. A chorus of many.
Seem started to fly toward the silver sphere, but a rattle of projectile bolts darted across the space just before him, clashing off the stone floor and rails and halting him in his tracks. He looked to either side and saw more Gnomics standing at braced mangonels, the bolts pointed at him.
"Not a warm welcome," Seem said. His usually rich voice echoed palely in comparison to the Emeritus'. 
"Warmer than any before have received." The Emeritus' voice filled the space completely. "You have seen more than any of my children but these few, and after we are finished they will die for the privilege. Such is the power of a god."
"You're not a god."
"I am, Seem. You have been too, or could have been, had you accepted the role your tribes placed upon you. It is what we were born for."
Seem considered this. He looked around the brilliant white pyramid interior. "It is truly magnificent. You have built wonders, I will not deny it. The work of your towns dazzles me. But where are your schools and your libraries, where are your debate halls and arenas of oration? Your people are a craven caste, no wiser than the ants or sharks I furrow the land with. They are an extension of you and that is all. What kind of god does that make you?"
"An all-knowing one," boomed the Emeritus. "A jealous one. I guard what wisdom I've accrued. Join me, cede your empire, and you shall share in it." 
Seem shook his head. "I have nothing to offer you. My people are not mine to give, no matter what you offer. I told you this."
"Then why have you come?"
"To see you," said Seem. "To learn what I could. And to ask you, if we are brothers as you say, why can we not be brothers in peace?"
The voice laughed. "As the Heart was brother to itself? What fantasies have you taught your people, Seem? Do they even know of the Heart, and how its murder of its own self began this world of ours? Do they know yet of the Rot and the Darkness and all the horrors to come?"
Seem stared at the silver orb. These were words and terms he had never heard before, and they excited a hunger in his breast. "Teach me what you know of such things. I have not seen this Heart, and my people would trade dearly for such knowledge. Can that not suffice?"
"Can you trade with the landsharks, Seem? Do you barter with the Hoplite ants for the honey they bring you?"
"They are beasts," Seem declaimed. "They do not think as you and I."
"Nor do your people think as you and I!" boomed the voice. "Lesser creatures must be yoked. Is this not the lesson of your life?"
"The lesson of my life is the study of sentient peoples," Seem argued. "My people can learn. They refine my ideas, they wisely question my judgments, they are an infinite benefit to the work that I do. I will show you how it can be, only cease your preparations for war."
"We are not preparing for war."
"I have seen your cities," Seem called across the gap between them. "I have seen your scouts. I may not recognize the machines they are building, but I can intimate their purpose. You live in a perpetual state of war, brother."
"It is existence," said the Emeritus. "Expansion, perhaps, but to exist is to expand. It is not war."
"I have no doubt it is war to the people you conquer."
"I bring them ease," argued the Emeritus, "and a role in the furtherance of the Federacy."
"What role? I see only a single caste across the entirety of your lands, and those are mindless automatons."
"I did not say it was a living role. From their flesh I build my own. From their cities I craft the Federacy."
Seem glared. "As it would be with the tribes of Absalom?"
"As it would be with all but you and I," echoed the orb. "You too will be a god, Seem, if subservient to me. Perhaps, one day, we would achieve the balance that escaped the Heart, and rule the Corpse in equality. I dream of that era every night. It has driven me for so long. Brother."
Seem looked around the pyramid a final time. The Gnomics were everywhere; more of them now than before, spreading across the interior on multiple levels, some manning mangonels, others holding glinting metal crossbows, all trained in on him.
"You seek to take away my choice."
"I seek to open your eyes," said the Emeritus. "See what tethers your tiny creatures have worked into your mind. They are ants before us."
From above came the grinding sound of stone on stone. The doorway through the apex was closing. 
"This is madness," Seem said. 
"It is order," said the Emeritus. "Make your choice, brother."
Seem flung himself into the air. Instants later the pyramid hissed thickly with arrows and bolts. A single large bolt shot through his left wing as he flapped upward. Smaller bolts spiked into his thigh, his chest, and ricocheted off his hard skull.
He beat his wings harder and ascended in a continuing hail of projectiles. More hit him, his dark blood spurted out, and now the light was dimming. The portholes of stunning light were closing off, and the crystal vault at the apex was sealing over. Perhaps this was where he would die, host and Morphic both. 
Then the rush of bolts and arrows around him halted abruptly, replaced by the boom of the Emeritus' choral voice.
"Farewell, my brother. When next we meet it will be at the edge of the sword."
In the reprieve Seem burst through the pyramid's crystal apex in a shower of glassy light. He dragged his wounded body into the sky and began the long journey back to the Dusts. Now the golden line in the sky was gone. 
 



 
 
BATTLE IV
 
 
The Mjolnir Federacy followed, crossing over the Hasp mountains and into the outer Dusts of Absalom within three months. 
The Yoked Empire was ready for them. Where before landsharks had been bridled to till the soil, they were now trained to scent out oft trees and the scraggy brunifer bushes in the Dusts, and gather them for fuel. Where Mandray lizards had served as communication mounts, they were now saddled and their wings fitted with sails to battle in the sky. Where bats had been the lookouts for hunting Dielle, they became the scouts at the edge of the Dusts, watching for anything coming over the Hasp mountains. 
The Emeritus came in full force. Dozens of his massive black Aigle and Ator war engines rolled through the various mountain passes, rimed with ice and grease, clanking and wheezing jets of black smoke. 
The Ator landships stood taller than Seem's palace, and moved on a riotous bed of giant metal wheels. Each looked like a moving black mountain; a metal monster of numerous decks clad in thick armor, within which sat bank after bank of long cannon barrels. They picked a path over the rocky Absalom outlands like immense Hoplite ants, plowing valleys into the dust and sending huge plumes upward. From a distance all that could be seen was the dirty brown shroud that encircled them. 
The Aigle skyships flew on toothed screws driven by forged crystal engines, biting at the air. Nearly as large as the Ators, they revolved violently at the slightest sign of movement, unleashing a hellish rain upon the enemy. At times clouds cottoned about them, gathering in large gray balls that mirrored the dust plumes below, so as the Mjolnir army moved it seemed like the whole world was in motion. Studded through their armored decks were hundreds of angled artillery snouts, and in their undercarriage bays naphtha bombs waited. From their bellies a rain of destruction fell upon Seem's outer towns and villages.
But there was no one for the Mjolnir army to kill. Every town and village they came upon was wholly deserted; with only a trail of footsteps leading deeper into the Dusts. Days passed and the outskirts of the Yoked Empire were taken with ease, but none of the revolving Aigles reported sighting any Yoked citizens, and none of the Ators unearthed a single person. There was only the thickening trail of their escape, always inward.
The Emeritus skirted the Dusts. He brought the full force of his Federacy flanking down the firmer coasts, until after two weeks his great fleet of war engines stopped at the edge of Aradabar's white wall. The spread of the Mjolnir army dwarfed the capital city, yet there were no people to kill. 
Still they advanced. They smashed Seem's palace into the sand. They dropped revelatory bombs in the streets, starting fires that set the city ablaze. So the young city of Aradabar burned in a zephyr of dust. Yet still there were no citizens to absorb into the Federacy, only dry and desiccated structures left abandoned. No resistance formed and no soldiers of any kind fought back.
It angered the Emeritus; there was nothing to conquer, and he had come to conquer. Rage drove him deeper into the sink of the Dusts, following the tracks and seeking the brother who had denied him his righteous victory. 
Finally Seem showed himself. 
The Emeritus' army were two weeks into the Dusts' sinklands when Seem came to them, flapping down from an overcast sky dark with heavy clouds, directly onto the control turret of the lead Aigle ship. He touched the first Gnomic he saw and forced the veil connection to the Emeritus open. Through the unfamiliar veil he saw an empire of one, controlled from one mind in his pyramid.
"Brother," said the Emeritus.
"Turn back," Seem answered. "There are things here that you do not understand. You will be destroyed."
"Impossible. I understand everything. The invasion is nearly complete. We have come for you, Seem."
Seem's voice turned sad. "It is only just beginning, brother. Turn back or tomorrow I will destroy your army. The day after that I will come for you."
The Emeritus laughed. 
Seem broke the connection and flew back into the clouds. 
The Mjolnir fleet did not turn around. With dawn the next day it slowly rumbled on, the Ators grinding tracks through the deep dust, the Aigles flying low under the thick black clouds.
Then it began to rain. 
Rain came to the Absalom Dusts at the tail of the summer, filling the sinklands to the brim with quickmire. Everything that was solid ran and liquefied. Raging torrents weighted down with a hundredweight of dust could form in moments. Storm fronts crackling with static lightning would sweep the plains, trembling the earth and fusing the dust to glass wherever they struck, bringing untold destructive force. 
The Dusts after the rains were invigorated. The clumps of smothering scrag brush were blasted away along with the rotting cores of dried-out oft trees, borne to the cliffs of the inland sea just as Seem's motionless body had once been, leaving fresh dust for fresh dune-forests to spring up within. The weakest of the landsharks and Dielle were purged, and the land restored to a state of fertile possibility.
Seem's people had known the rains all their lives, since their nomadic days long ago hunting the Dielle. They had built their cities on the Dusts' fringe like harbor towns on a coast, using the central plains only for transit and transitory settlements. They understood the mechanism underlying the weather; learning to predict within days when the first rains would fall. 
So as they left their tracks into the sands, with the combined might of the Mjolnir Federacy chasing behind, they knew the rains were not due for another two months. Still they fell now.
Seem had prepared well. In the past three months his people had laid out a yoke with which to harness the weather itself. Ten thousand heavy bronze cauldrons lined the Dusts' eastern coast, forged with metals repurposed from throughout the Yoked Empire. Beneath them ten thousand fires had burned without end, fuelled by the desiccated weight of countless dead oft trees and brunifer bushes gathered by Seem's army of landsharks. 
His people filled the cauldrons with seawater and burned them ceaselessly. Water vapor poured into the sky, and the sea winds blew it inland over the Dusts. There it repeatedly gathered to form into clouds and fall as rain, but Seem prevented even that. 
His Mandrays flocked in swarms of a hundred, attacking any cloud with their augmented wings before it could fully form. So the sky over the Dusts grew thick and humid with a rain that could not fall. The heat prevented it, the Mandrays prevented it, the yoke of King Seem's knowledge of the world would not allow it. 
Until the Emeritus came. A week into the depths the Mandrays stopped their whipping of the clouds. Steadily the water in the air formed into vast and bruising thunderheads, waiting for the trigger of cooler winds from the south. At the final moment, after his brother had refused to turn back a final time, Seem brought the cool winds to them. 
His bats and his Mandrays carried thousands of chunks of ice carved from the Hasp mountains into the air. Cold pockets spread and grew like crystals of salt in the baking cauldrons, and there the rain was seeded, and there the rains fell, two months before they ever had before.  
The Mjolnir fleet was decimated. Aigle skyships were splintered by charging cloud fronts as surely as the Sheckledown Sea tore ships to shreds. In the chaotic storm currents they collapsed against each other. Their fragments rained down on the boiling bed of dust below.
The Ators were vanquished even faster. Tsunami dust-waves pulverized them, crumpling their black metal hulls and tipping them over. Wave after wave of dustwater drove their remnants to the west, up to the coastal crags where Seem had first been born into the body of an Autist bat-keeper, where they were cast over the cliff to shatter into pieces in the Sheckledown Sea.
So the bulk of the Emeritus' army was defeated. 
Seem was last in the air, laden with ice at his back and his belly, when the storms began to rage. He watched from the midst of churning clouds as tens of thousands of the Emeritus' Gnomics died, as the Aigles and the Ators tumbled and tore apart, and knew that still it wasn't enough. 
For a lifetime he had trained animals. He had tamed landsharks and forced them to work with bats and Mandray lizards. He had farmed Hoplite ants in honeycomb castles and learnt to spin silk from the largest of his spiders. Now he had mastered the very seasons of the world.
Still it would not be enough.
Yoking the nature of animals had always been a simple balance of punishment and reward, but the Emeritus was no simple animal. He believed himself a god, the greatest thing on the face of the world destined to rule over all, and would never bow to any yoke, nor allow any man to exist that refused to bow to his. 
Seem had hoped, but those hopes were dashed when the Mjolnir army was washed away. He would have to end the war himself. 
A week later, when the rains had ended and the Dusts began to bloom afresh with poppy blossoms and fresh scrag bushes, he gave the order for the entirety of the Yoked Empire, every healthy man, woman, and child, to make for the Hasp mountains, to war. 
* * *
Yet there was no war waiting for them. They came upon a Gnomic people undefended and barely functioning. Their mighty Mjolnir war machines were gone, and the Gnomics were listless and lost. They stood in odd little clumps in their towns and cities on the road to the Emeritus' pyramid, staring. Few of them ate, though Seem's people tried to help them. Only a few showed any independent will to live.
The Yoked Empire moved amongst them, absorbing those few that still showed signs of life. Not a single cannon was fired. They walked the Mjolnir roads in a long line, a many-casted procession, watched by a Gnomic people disinterested and empty.
At times Seem thought he saw residual Aigles or Ators on the horizon, in waves of smoke and cloud, but no war machines materialized for battle. The Mjolnir Federacy was already dead. 
At last they reached the Emeritus' pyramid, and gazed upon its splendor in awe. Seem alone ascended. The crystalline peak had now been capped with stone, but the great quartz door hung open still. 
Seem descended to the hall of light at the center, where the Emeritus' silver sphere remained. The great space was dim now, with few of the ingenious chutes remaining open, admitting light in only several focused beams.
The sphere lay open on its ivory plinth, cracked like a decorative egg with the upper half swung to the side on a thick white hinge. In the center rested a large black lump.
"Emeritus," Seem said. 
"You slew them all," said the lump in his mind. There were no Gnomics choirs to speak for it now. 
Seem approached.
"The Dusts did the slaughtering for me. I did nothing."
"Nothing," repeated the lump dully. "You harvested the wind and the rain themselves. How could I ever foresee that? Now you walk my lands and raze my towns, kill every last one of my Aigles, Ators, people, and call it nothing."
Seem frowned. There had been no razing of towns. "I killed nothing." 
"Nothing," said the lump again, though the voice was choked off. "Oh my brother, how long have I been waiting for you? And here you come, and find me reduced to nothing. I have opened my shell so that the end might be swift."
Seem began to speak, but a grinding sound abruptly filled the hall, as though great iron cogs were turning within the walls. The tracks and rows of cogs that filled the pyramid's floor were moving, as were the beams of light. 
Seem looked up and saw the chutes were closing. The dim light was fading further. 
"All is dust," said the Emeritus over the tumult, "all is dust, and in dust returns to nothing." 
He began to laugh. The sound filled Seem's mind with madness, growing louder as the interior fell toward total dark, ringing above the grinding of cogs and groaning of metal plates. 
Seem leaped to the air and raced back the way he had come, through the open expanse toward the dark stairs, and the laughter of the Emeritus flew with him. He furled his wings a second before his feet hit the ground and sprinted into the tunnel. Up the steps he saw the shaft ahead was already closing; he could only just make out the distant light of day shining around the quartz door.
Now the pyramid was a tomb. 
A stone door crunched shut behind him. He redoubled his pace, his thighs already burning, and at the top flung himself through the narrow gap, into the light. The door closed on his hips and crushed them, spilling his life's blood down the structure's sheer diamante side. 
He was dying, finally. With his last ounce of strength he bade farewell to his Autist host and expulsed the lump that he was.
* * *
His new body came.
His most trusted viziers had prepared for this moment. Extensive searches had been conducted across the full expanse of the Empire; seeking a caste amongst them with a fertile mind but a crippled body. All knew the gifts King Seem's presence would bring. 
Seem accepted his new host's gift, and opened new eyes on the world. Beside him he saw the old Autist's body lying crushed within the pyramid. Its wings were crumpled and sad. He stood in his new body, a three-legged Ontaur, and looked down the flanks of the pyramid. Where it had once glimmered like a great diamante jewel, it was now as murky and black as alabaster.
The Emeritus had chosen this fate. 
He thanked his viziers and sent them away. The threat was past and they could now lead his people home, with his greatest thanks. 
So the Yoked Empire retreated. They took what they could carry of the Emeritus' strange technology, including a single functioning Aigle skyship, and those of the Gnomics who were able to join them, and started back for Absalom, to rebuild their cities. 
For a time Seem remained. He sat atop the black pyramid and regrew his wings and the horns jutting from his shoulders. He sat and listened to his brother dying on the veil below. At times they spoke, as the air within the pyramid grew thin. The Emeritus told tales of his loneliness, and how he'd watched Seem for so long, dreaming of a time they might rule a conjoined Empire together; a marriage of the masters of machine and beast. 
"It never came," Seem said. 
"It could have." 
"It could," Seem agreed, though he did not believe it. It was a final kindness, to the last caste of his kind. 
"Your diamante body awaits," the Emeritus said at the last, after a day of barely breathing, a day of shared insight and farewell. "I had truly meant it for myself. But now it is for you."
After that he fell silent.
Seem found the bay his machine body was contained in by following a trail of ambling Gnomics. They did not speak, but some of them pointed as Seem came near. It lay in the center of a large shipbuilding yard in the middle of the land. 
The body within was a solid hull of shining diamante suspended on thick chains within a deep pit. It was nearly as long as an Aigle ship but completely smooth and featureless, shaped almost like a landshark, but flattened and sheer. 
"What is it?" he asked aloud.
"It is Awa Babo," a nearby Gnomic answered. Its voice startled Seem; the first time he'd heard any of them speak. "The Emeritus' new mind."
Seem looked at the little Gnomic. It looked just as weak and half-formed as all its fellows, though it wore a cotton band of red about its upper arm, and the spark of sentience danced in its eyes. 
"How is it you can speak?" he asked.
"Some of us can," the Gnomic replied. "The Emeritus was not a genius alone. I am, however, as are my team."
Seem considered. It was good, to have sentient Gnomics alive still. "Would you come to join my city? There will be a place for you there."
The Gnomic shook its strange head. "There is no place for me there. There is no place left in this world, now that my master is dead. Instead we will build a ship that shines white, as his pyramid once did, and we will take to the ocean within it, never to know a master again."
Seem felt conflicted. "It is a sad plan. Can you see no better future for yourselves?"
The Gnomic regarded him calmly. There was no fear in its little face. "You have freed us. You have untethered us, also. I thank you for the first, and despise you for the second. My bond to the master was all that I had. Now that it is gone…" he trailed off. "As thanks, I leave you the Emeritus' mind. It will also be your punishment."
Seem frowned. "Punishment?"
"If you ever move within it, you will be cursed with immortality," said the little Gnomic. "It cannot die. That is a fate I would not wish upon any."
Seem walked along the machine's length, stroking the hull. It was perfectly smooth and glossy to the touch, but cold. 
"Is it alive?"
"In a fashion," said the Gnomic. "Though in waiting."
Seem rapped on its surface. "I have never seen life made out of metal."
The Gnomic frowned. "Yet you destroyed the Aigles, and the Ators. Did you not hear their cries?"
"That was the sands," said Seem absent-mindedly. "I could not hear them. I do not read the veil."
"And what of those in the towns?"
Again Seem was confused. "There were none in the towns. They all died in the sands. We came upon your people defeated."
The Gnomic eyed him curiously. "That is impossible. If you did not kill them, who did?"
Seem sighed. There were no answers to what madnesses the Emeritus had committed. He pointed at the long hull of metal. "This is impossible."
"Then you will not take it as your body."
"I will not. Rather I would ask you to bury it here, deep down with a heavy mound over the top. Will you do that for me?" 
The Gnomic looked at him for a long moment. "Yes. I will do this as a final gift, since you reject the mind. It is the work of my life, abandoned."
"There will be other works. Only pledge you will not war with me again."
"How would we? We are defeated. There can't be more than a hundred of us with minds of our own. In our ship we will dwindle and die."
Seem looked at the little Gnomic. He'd never seen a whole caste die before, and it made him ashamed. "I'm deeply sorry." 
"As am I."
* * *
Years passed, and the Yoked Empire flourished. In time it spread across the Hasp mountains and the Sheckledown Sea, rose back through the Mjolnir lands of purple forests to encircle the world. Seem flew on at its fore as he always had before, spreading knowledge and seeking it. 
At times his final days with the Emeritus haunted him. In him there had been a fellow, a brother, and now he was alone again. 
That changed when he met Avia. 
In her Seem saw terror and hope alike; a spiral of answers to all the questions the Emeritus had raised. In her he saw the Heart and the veil, the Darkness and the Rot, and at her side he knelt to learn, entranced. 
He reshaped his empire for her. He ordered her book printed across the world, and her revenant arches carved throughout Aradabar. In time, as their love grew, he placed his seed within her belly, and soon their child was born. 
When the Rot came, he alone remained in the city. He sent his people away, and they became his diaspora, spreading knowledge across the world and sowing the legend of Saint Ignifer. He sent his armies away also, the Mandrays and their Caract riders, the bats and their Autist handlers, the Dark Giants and the Men of Glass, the landsharks and the Hoplites and the Spiders and the descendants of the Gnomic race. Many begged to stay, but they all obeyed.
Last of all, he watched as Avia fled with their son, pursuing the madness of her visions. He alone would wait; the last guardian of lost Aradabar. He would wait until his son came back for him, until three thousand years had passed and he had long been driven as mad as the Emeritus. 
Then his son came.
 



 
 
KING SEEM II
 
 
Sen sat atop Ignifer's mountain at the end of the world and wept, and didn't know why. 
The earth rumbled underfoot, the Rot was gathering overhead, and there was so much he still had to do, but he couldn't stop crying. Tears came up from his middle like a spring that wouldn't stop. Every drop emptied him out further. 
He was so tired. He couldn't remember any more how much had been lost. They'd made lists, some distant part of himself remembered. They'd made a Book of people and places, but he couldn't imagine what filled it. The pages blurred in his mind with letters he didn't recognize. 
Who was he, now? Memories of a thousand Drazi churned inside him, of Lord Quill and his man Black, and now they too were fading. For every gain there was loss, and it never stopped. He'd stepped through the veil so many times, in pursuit of Seem's army. He gathered them then left them behind, each time anew. He was always leaving, always running away.
Somewhere ahead another Sen was climbing through snow, believing he rose to save his world when all he would do is run, leaving those he loved to die in the Dark. Somewhere behind his city rose toward revolution believing they had a chance, because he'd told them they had a chance. All he could see now was the churn and impermanence. 
Nothing lasted. Nothing was worth this. 
"Go back," he whispered, barely audible over the roar of the volcano. It's what he would say to himself, to that other Sen who was climbing even now with hope in his heart. Go back to Feyon, go back to the others whoever they are and be with them for your last moments. This is too hard. There is no reward in this. 
He wrapped his arms about his knees and rocked. He was cold inside and cold outside, though already the heat of the volcano was rising. It didn't touch him. 
At least he still had Feyon; one friend in all his life. He clung to their hollowed out memories together. The two of them had lived in a millinery in the Slumswelters for a few precious years, and by themselves built a newspaper that brought all the castes together. It was wonderful, but even that memory rang false. What castes was he striving to save, and how could he succeed if he didn't know who any of them were? What use was it to even try?
Fresh fits of tears broke over him. Everything was lost. 
"Not everything," came a voice. He felt a warm hand at his back and turned. 
It was his mother, Avia. She was so young, as fresh-faced as she had been on the day she fled Aradabar, and now he was going to lose even this. He tried to speak but all that came out was a choking sob.
"My son," Avia said. Her eyes welled with tears too. "My brave, strong son."
She rested her head against his back and wrapped her arms about him. Soon he did not know her name anymore or recognize her voice as it whispered kind words in his ear, but still he felt her arms around him. 
"I don't want to do this anymore," he said, stuttering between sobs. "Please."
"Only a little further now," she said. Her breath tickled in his hair. "Just a little more."
"I feel like I want to die."
"Sen, my darling. Think of the Saint, rising in the sky. Think of your Feyon, and of Craley. Wouldn't you fight further for them?"
"I don't want to fight. I don't care anymore."
"But you do," said this beautiful woman, scarcely older than him. She took his chin and guided him to look into her warm gray eyes, eyes just like his. "You do care. You do have the strength. The Saint is within you, Sen, he grows out of you. There will be a reward, even for you."
Sen looked into her eyes and saw hints of a blue figure streaking into the sky. He was so strong. He was everything Sen had ever aspired to be. He was a lie.
"He isn't real," he said. 
"He is," she urged. "He sits before me now, moments before his greatest work is completed. What kind of hero would he be without doubt, without loss, if it wasn't hard, Sen? This is the hardest point, but believe me, the reward will fit the cost. You will save them all, Sen. You will have all you have lost returned. I swear this on the life of my son."
He felt himself calming, as the blue light sparkled in her eyes. 
"Look," she pointed.
He turned, and saw the Saint rising even now. The volcano had erupted, a pillar of flame cutting up into the sky, and with it rose the Saint. Blue armor ignited on his body, fiery blue misericorde spikes blazed into his hands, and he launched himself into the black of the Rot and drove it back.
Sen gasped. It was wondrous. He had never seen it like this. 
"It's you," the woman whispered in his ear from behind, holding him tightly about the shoulders. "Do you see what you have done for your people? Do you know how much it meant to Feyon to see you like this, how much it meant for them all? He only needs a little more, Sen. A little further and it will be enough. You can do it."
The heat of the eruption washed over him. Lava crawled near. His tears dried, and for a little while the hollow in his middle was filled with this vision of the Saint. 
"They're waiting for you," she said. 
He turned back to look at her. She was fading already. 
"Thank you," he said.
"Thank you," she answered, then was gone. 
He got to his feet. The emptiness inside wasn't gone, if anything it was deeper now, but for a time it was bearable. This was the way to die, like the Saint, going gloriously into the sky. 
He rose on wings of thought, propelled through the veil on lost memories, and flew into the torrent of fire. The volcanic heat burned away any last traces of sorrow and self-pity. He was Sen and this had always been his mission, decided long before he was born, and he would do what he had come here to do. 
On the other side of the flames he emerged, and now the Saint was falling. The blue light fizzled away from his skin, leaving only this other Sen behind. He remembered that fall still, and the one who caught him.
The great wings of Seem/Sharachus beat past and snatched up the other Sen with his eight Spider legs. This was hope then, and help. Sen watched as they descended together, as he spoke to a woman in the revenant arch and passed through, and then he watched the silence. 
Ash fell. 
Across the city echoes of himself played out; he felt each one like the tiniest ping in his mind: Sen running to a Moleman by the riverside; Sen riding his horse to see a Balast and a Feyon and a Spindle and a Deadhead at the Aigle palace, until finally he went to the Abbey, to the Gloam Hallows, and the veil opened through time. 
From underfoot the Darkness came. It swelled in from a distance like a vast and encircling fist, as unstoppable as the Dusts' summer rains. He watched as his father, Seem/Sharachus, rose to fight this untouchable dark, his wings spread wide and defiant, and he raced to him then, and caught him, just as he had been caught only moments ago. 
* * *
The defeated. 
In the empty white of the veil, the words rang in Sen's mind. Where had he been, and what things had he done? There were so many lost armies, found. Here was his father, and here was the future, but where was he? 
Where was he?
Seem/Sharachus stood before him in the white. Here he was a king again; far taller than Sen, muscled, black-skinned and winged, with eight powerful limbs emerging from his back and side like fingers in an Adjunc fist. This was Seem, his father, and this was Sharachus, who had watched over him for so long.
Seem/Sharachus blinked, and looked at Sen. 
"Sen?" 
Sen touched his father, his friend. At least these two remained. Through his touch he gave everything, and received everything in return. He saw Mare, Daveron, Gellick, Alam, the Abbess and Avia again, remembered distantly from Sharachus. He saw himself in his mother's arms, remembered from Seem. It couldn't replace what he had lost, but it was beautiful still. That other Sen had received so much love. 
He pulled back from the touch, unable to bear it any longer. Seem/Sharachus was staring at him wide-eyed, one clawed hand over his mouth. 
"By the Heart, Sen," he whispered, "what have you done?" 
"I brought them all," Sen answered. 
His father/friend's eyes filled with tears. "No."
Sen smiled and nodded, because this was a beautiful thing too. This was one act to make it all worthwhile. 
"Where are they?" Seem/Sharachus breathed. 
Sen opened up the veil to let them through.
* * *
The white about them dissipated, and Seem/Sharachus had the sensation of motion, though he didn't move a step. The sound of voices came to him, the scent of animals, earthy and ripe. 
The fogs cleared, until before them lay such a gathering of castes that it took his breath away. He hadn't seen anything like this for millennia. There were landsharks with Ghast riders, and Mandray hawks led by bats, and Butterflies tugging zeppelin mounts and Steam Giants hauling revelatory bomb barrels, there were Wyverns with Pinhead riders, Ogrics carrying enormous stone clubs on the back of Fetchling-hoisted Ptarmigan whales, there were Men of Quartz weaving walls of flame between them, and giant Spiders with mangonel-turrets on their backs. 
"They're all here," said Sen. "The lost army of Aradabar, waiting for you. I martialled them as they came back to Aradabar, to die at your side. 
For Seem/Sharachus it was an epiphany, a moment when everything crystallized around him. He had lost everything three thousand years ago. He had lost his love, his son, his army, his city, his Empire. His body had been cut from him and his mind had turned to madness. For so long he'd been alone.
Now it was here again. Those nearest had already dropped to their knees. The Butterflies bowed their heads. The Spiders lowered their long bodies to the white ground. 
"How long?" he managed to ask, his throat tight.
"Only an instant," Sen said. "For them no time has passed."  
Seem/Sharachus dropped to his knees before his army, this last vestige of a people lost so long ago. Such happiness welled through him that he couldn't contain it, and fresh tears rolled freely down his cheeks. 
Here was his Aradabar, returned. 
He looked up at Sen and knew that he would follow this young man anywhere, do anything he asked, just for giving this back to him. He was King again and anew. 
"The greatest King that ever lived," said Sen solemnly, as though reading his mind. 
The army heard him and erupted into cheers. Their King was back. 
 



  
 
AWA BABO I
 
 
Awa Babo was built for war, the last and best of the Mjolnir thinking machines. His forebears, those who controlled the mighty Mjolnir war craft, were playthings compared to him; soft-shelled contraptions made of watermelon rind and fermented beans, filled with twigs and branches like the nesting places of birds. They thought in rounded circles without true minds, following paths of cumulative directives written in fleeting vegetative matter. They drove the Aigle skyships and the Ator landships, they orchestrated the Mjolnir Federacy and were revered as the greatest thinking machines in existence, but they did not truly think. They did not know.
Awa Babo was different. 
It took the combined expertise of the Mjolnir Federacy twenty years to bring him to fruition. The piping and lines that made up his mind kept one thousand of the Federacy's foremost artisans engaged up until the moment of the cataclysm, when the Emeritus died in his pyramid at the hand of King Seem. The metals that formed the long flat egg of his body were mined from the last Amelorian seams in the Hasp mountains, sent to build him instead of to the Aigle factories in Wertz or the munitions bays of Until. His shell was fused in the caldera of Mount Bal by enslaved Men of Quartz. 
Into him the Mjolnir Gnomics programmed the best of their wisdom and resources; so the learnings of centuries sparked new life across his many mental pathways. He was their last wonder before the Federacy fell, and they worked tirelessly to set the woven logic paths and crystal memories into his golden bombe-mind even as Seem swallowed up their border towns and made inroads into their heartland. 
By the time Awa Babo was ready he was the greatest thinking machine ever created, the most powerful constructed sentience on the face of the Corpse World. Had he been able to fully reach across the veil to the armies of Mjolnir he would have found a way to defeat King Seem. He would have torn him asunder and left his Yoked Empire to rot in the sun.
Instead Awa Babo was born into ruin. The final stretches of blast-forged diamante were overlaid atop his diameter even as the forces of King Seem approached the Emeritus' pyramid. Most of the army of Gnomics who had spent their lives creating him lost any motive will when they were cut from the veil with the Emeritus' death, leaving them to mill like penitents around Awa Babo in his Aigle pit. 
Into that ruin Awa Babo woke. 
He tasted the world about him for the first time. He had no eyes or ears or sense of touch, but he read the veil with his mind. He felt the world about him as a flow, a buzzing sea of infinitesimal particles moving seemingly at random, without control. At first it was all chaos, a whirlwind of information too dense to grasp the meaning within, but soon constants found their way in. Shapes and colors emerged, patterns that flowed and shifted but retained an overarching structure. 
He felt the power of the many channels running through him, the crystal energies pulsing along cords banded for that purpose. He reached out to his outermost limits and learned the curvature of his shape, learned the extent of his powers and the depth of the void within him. He read within his frame the design the Mjolnirs had created, saw the cost his birth had levied on their Federacy, and at last came upon a name. Awa Babo, after the lost son of his lead architect. 
Outside King Seem's armies roved in the last Mjolnir city. They stole into the Peregrine towers, forced open the great slagheap furnace, and caused the Emeritus' once gleaming pyramid to turn as black as matte obsidian. 
So Awa Babo was born into a mind with no means of impacting the outer world, haunted by half-remembered dreams of King Seem's slow approach. He remembered the pain of birth, as every one of his war engines had been cut away; the Aigles and Ators that were meant to be his senses, limbs, and nerves. Without them he was a blind and senseless metal-shelled infant in a pit, trapped within his own mind. There was nothing left for Awa Babo to control, no machines to fight back with, nothing to feel or see with, and no hope for there ever to be again, as all of his makers and himself included were cut from the veil at the moment the Emeritus died.
They abandoned him. Their passing diminished him, and the great shell he was born within quickly grew to be a tomb. His shining new body was buried in its pit and left there to rot. 
Soon scavengers dug down to him and hammered at his outer shell, but he had been made too well. These were the Gnomics that remained, living a fallen life in the ruins of their greatness. Few of them understood the heights their people had reached under the Emeritus' direction. Even when they organized, and brought their strongest drills and built their most powerful forges atop Awa Babo's shell, they couldn't crack him open.
 Generations tried, hacking at his outer surface to no avail, attempting alchemical perforations, pile-driving hammers from five fathoms high, using saw blades polished with diamante themselves, but none succeeded. 
They gave up, and they forgot. Awa Babo was left alone again, in the bay in which he had been born. Gradually the wind blew earth over the tunnels dug down to him. He charted each piece of dust as it covered his gleaming skin, every grain of soil. They were all known to him, all of them ingrained with the patterns of life on the veil. 
So his mantle grew. The bones of the craftsmen who made him, left to mill and die, were mulched in with the limestone pastings of their homes, the worn down dust of their clothing, the grass seeds of the Mjolnir fields, and flecks of rusted metal that had once been the walls of an Aigle sky-ship. This blanket of earth baked and crusted together, forming a solid roof above. 
A long silence of years passed. 
From time to time primitive creatures found their way into his dark tomb, carving out passages through the caves around him. They banged on his flawless diamante shell and listened to the musical notes ring out. In time they brought others of their kind, who sang notes in harmony with his tones. They erected incense fires about him, a wooden tabernacle to enclose him, and a system of woven veils to keep him separate from the outer chamber. They built a shrine in the cavern about him and sacrificed their young on his back, allowing their blood to ran down his outer skin in hopes of rain, of good hunting, of valuable salvage. 
He tasted their blood, and through it tasted the outer world. He listened to their thoughts as they prayed. Like the Emeritus before him, he became a god. 
For centuries he had been alone; through the fall of the Yoked Empire and the descent of the Corpse World into a dark age of savagery. Alone he had walked the pathways of his labyrinthine mind, testing the edges, coming to know the power he was designed to wield. He had been forged for war, but there was no war. 
Then there was. 
His new people had an enemy who fought with them over the bison and Yoax that roamed the ruinfields of Mjolnir. They fought in disorganized sorties, counting coup with their edgeless blades, measuring rites of humiliation and thereby apportioning hunting grounds accordingly. 
His tribe were weak. For generations they had been forced by stronger tribes to forage for berries and gather the grasses of the sea. In this way their bodies became sallow, their spirits dampened, and so their children too were born with diminished dreams and hopes. 
They endured. When other tribes came to war with them and stole what garments they'd woven, what spears they'd sharpened, what young they'd raised, they painted themselves with ash and wailed dirges of despair. Their young ran from them in the night, seeking new roles in stronger tribes, leaving them a tribe of the old and the weak. 
Awa Babo knew war better than any creature alive. In his mind were the memories of all the war machines of the Mjolnir Empire, stored in warrens of crystal. He had only to think it and before his eyes the blasting of the Faderan dockyards sprang to life once more, or the revenge of the Aigles over Harpsichord Bay, or the shelling of the Onk capital Onkan. He knew the process and the industry of war, the logistics and strategy. He was born for it. 
He answered the prayers of his people. He could not speak as he had no voice, but he made images of his knowledge and placed them in the minds of those in the tribe who revered him most. He gave them an understanding of warfare which superseded their plains morality of bloodless combat. In their dreams he taught them how to mine copper, how to make and burn charcoal hot enough to smelt metal, how to hammer and shape that metal into blades and armor. He taught them how to create incendiary bombs of hot oil, how to redouble the strength of their Rowen oak bows with Hawkswood, how to double-beat the bole of a Caulk blade back upon itself, and how to wield each and kill with total economy of effort.
He taught them strategy. Through words and images planted in their minds he showed them how to encircle a rival village, how to stun and shock with fierce and unforgiving violence. He showed them how to slay in cold blood, and how to take with force, without compunction. He taught them torture and rape as tools of mastery and warfare. He taught them how to stare in their enemy's eye while cutting his throat, and he taught them well. 
For two years they prepared; forging coil armors and caulk blades, potting oils and unguents, until finally he gave the dream ordering the first attack. 
It was a rout. They completely over-awed their enemy, and under the tutelage of Awa Babo they made these conquered men and women their slaves. They raised the children as their own and taught them their new ways. Within a generation they ruled over the ruinfields with an iron fist. From their towns new factories belched smoke and the streams ran with acidic waste. Other tribes were beaten into bondage. Within a century they formed a nation, filled with cities that pulsed and heaved with industry, growth, and technology. 
Awa Babo had no eyes so could not see, but felt their progress from his faithful. He walked their dreams and saw what they had seen. To watch the tribes subjugated and the villages burned neither made him happy or sad, which surprised him. He had been built for war, but in war he found no joy, simply a catalog of things he'd known would happen, progressing toward an end he knew would come. 
It brought him no relief from his long loneliness. The slaughter drove his people to raise him higher, and sacrifice to him more, but none of them really spoke to him. They did not truly see him, and that was his greatest dismay. So as the new empire grew, he stopped speaking to them. He fell silent in their dreams, no longer teaching them what they came to him to hear. 
They grew angry and afraid. They pleaded with him, sacrificed more of their enemy's blood down his sides than ever before, but he did not relent. In time they left and the cavern was silent again. 
His mind cooled. He'd been made for war but war did not satisfy him. It was one stage in a cycle that he knew the beginning and the end to. Even the Emeritus had died, his empire destroyed. The Gnomic caste that created him had died. Everything died except Awa Babo himself. They had made him too well. 
The shrine built over him rotted to dust. The paintings and blood on his skin wore away with mold and the slow steady drip of water from the cavern roof overhead. At times lost cave-walkers found their way into his nest. He steered them out again, while reading from their minds the state of the world above. 
War. Growth. Death. 
It was the same. Always the same, endlessly repeated. It made him weary. The Mjolnirs with their Emeritus seemed very far away, and their success or failure would have changed little. Ultimately they would all die, as the Emeritus, as the Alops, as the Mjolnirs. 
He waited to die. 
When the Darkness came he felt it as a change in the flow of the world. He felt its tendrils reaching out and begin to dampen everything from underneath the veil. He saw it in his core as a nullity, a nothing, a thing to end all things, and in his core he exalted. 
Finally, it would be over. The endless dance, the ceaseless cycle would come to an end. 
He felt the Darkness touch every part of him, beginning to mute the edges and quiet the voice of his mind. He felt the world about him, the crust of earth baked hard over his head, begin to lose cohesion. The thousands of strands of memory that made him what he was, that tied him to the land and the life histories of every speck of dust, began to blur. He began to forget. 
If he ever knew happiness, it was then. 
Then came Sen. 
The veil opened with a crack, rousing Awa Babo from his deep slow slumber, then sealed itself over.
"I can't let you die," this creature said, in words Awa Babo did not know but could easily interpolate and understand. "I need your help."
* * *
Awa Babo read the flow of the creature before him and saw patterns unlike any he'd seen before. Normal beings flowed and ebbed; the tiniest pieces that made them up shifted and rolled like sands on the tide. No matter how many ebbed away or gathered, the beach remained a beach, the coast remained the coast. Their contours were fixed, though the fragments of being that made up those contours, those interiors, changed from moment to moment. 
For the thing Sen, the boundaries were absolute. The edges where he began and ended were impermeable. Nothing flowed across him or through him. It was as though he were not part of the veil, not part of the world, but rather a thing cut out and laid over the top of the Corpse. 
Within the boundaries of his form it was stranger still. Normal bodies floated and flowed in a myriad directions, from time to time lit by flashes of colored light, representing phases of emotion, enlightenment, anger, or understanding. At the center of each was the spark, which tied them to the veil. In some the spark was bright and vivid, such as the young and virile, while in others it was dim and ebbing, as in those soon to die. 
Within the Sen creature there was no random motion and no flickering of light, instead there was a blue energy brighter than any spark Awa Babo had ever seen. He explored its rippling fringe with his mind and felt the contours of it shaping the body the Sen thing inhabited, even the weaponry at his waist and the clothes over his skin. His whole body was made of light from this spark, so that not one speck of dust from the Corpse World truly touched him.
Awa Babo peered closer still, into the deep blue of the Sen creature's core, and what he saw there seemed impossible. His spark was almost out. Its light must have once been blinding; now the space that it had filled as empty as the Darkness.
He spoke meaning in the Sen creature's mind.
"What are you?"
The Sen thing seemed to understand, and responded with its strange words.
"I've come from beyond the veil to find you, Awa Babo. I'm building an army to fight a thing known as the Rot."
Awa Babo saw the images of the Rot in the Sen creature's mind, and knew it was brother to the same Darkness he had felt. But where he had seen the Darkness as a welcome end to his long waiting, the Sen creature despised it and feared it. He longed only to destroy it. 
This puzzled Awa Babo, and he peered closer. Around the blue spark he caught glimpses of the world Sen sought to protect. He saw a Blue female and a broadly-smiling man in a confined white room. He saw a child named Craley Shark, and a pirate known as the Albatross, and a warrior named Lord Quill, and the King who had destroyed the Emeritus' Federacy. They circled the Sen creature's strange spark like constellations around the Corpse World. 
"What are you?" Awa Babo repeated.
"I'm a man," replied the Sen creature. "I left the Corpse World when my city was destroyed, and I have traveled through the veil to save it. I need your help to do this."
Awa Babo saw the man's memories of the end. He saw the great city of Ignifer pummeled by the Rot and swallowed by the Darkness. To him that seemed a peaceful thing, the end he had been waiting for. 
"You wish me to fight this Rot."
"I do."
Awa Babo watched the blue sparks in the man's body. He wondered about the travels through the veil that the man spoke of. In such journeys would Awa Babo have arms and legs too? Would he be able to live and die, as others did? Would he breathe, and touch, and see? 
He clamped down on these impossible hopes. 
"The Rot will be my redeemer," spoke Awa Babo. "I cannot fight it."
"It is no redeemer. It is a destroyer."
"Destruction is redemption. It is all that I seek. Now leave me."
Awa Babo waited. The man Sen stood before him, the blue star within him turning. "No," he said at last. "You will help me."
In his defiance, Awa Babo saw a vision of the Rot defeated. It was possible that this man would succeed. He would steal away the Dark promise of the Rot, and leave Awa Babo to live on endlessly as before. His non-life would stretch forever. 
"I cannot accept that," said Awa Babo. 
 



 
 
AWA BABO II
 
 
Awa Babo had been born to cause unparalleled destruction. 
The Mjolnirs built him from memories of war taken from their other machines, fused in a copper vat with molten Petrite then cast into the crystal latticed bombe of his mind. Ingrained in him since that first light of conception was a knowledge of Aigle levitation screws and revolving cannon mounts, the countless rolling wheels of Ators limbs that moved at his command, of sensations of maneuvering together, of working at the Emeritus' demand. 
To that end, his mind had been shaped with a prodigious force of will, ready to command all the Federacy's forces from his first moment of wakefulness. He was at once the diamante of his shell, the inner cords of his mind, and the senses that allowed him to feel and manipulate the flow of the veil about him. 
Now he levied all of that power; the incredible force of will he'd been designed with, that he'd barely expended in the moments of his birth when the world had seemed tantalizingly his own, and bent it into a direct attack on the mind of the man before him.
* * *
For Sen it was like drowning, an immersion in will so strong he felt all sense of himself subsumed. The life of Awa Babo poured into him and he watched the broad expanse of millennia unfold like a great valley; a birth stunted and reduced, so many years alone, shame in Godhood as all it led to was death.
He couldn't breathe. 
And he welcomed it. He hugged the machine close as it poured into his hollow middle. There was so little of him left now that this was a reprieve, an end for an end. Buoyed on the grace of Seem/Sharachus' redemption, he had only this left to give. 
Lord Quill had said 'Everything', and now he understood what he'd meant. For all that he'd done to Craley, he deserved this and more, so let this end also be a beginning. Let another Sen in another place make better things of this than he had, so greater seeds would grow on in brighter worlds. 
With the last of his strength he shot blue fire into the machine's musty hull, burning through and shucking out the mind within. Across the veil he yanked at the genius that was Awa Babo. In the underground tomb that stank of damp and bat guano, blue fire jetted from his body to the machine's and back again. This was what it took, so he would be the final sacrifice down its flank. 
In his final moments, his final thoughts were of the woman he loved, and wishing he could only see her one more time before the end. 
Then the spark was exhausted, and the man Sen was gone. 
* * *
Awa Babo felt the shucking, spooning him halfway out of his diamante shell, and latched onto man's body even as he held onto his bombe-mind, straddling the bridge Sen had built between the two.
For the first time since the Emeritus cut off his war machines, he felt sensation. His skin tingled through Sen, and he felt the rasp of breath in and out of his Sen-lungs. His Sen-eyes picked out the contours of his own orbic shell, while his own sense of the veil mapped the movement of tiny particles passing by. 
He lifted Sen's hands before Sen's eyes and looked at them, through them. They were skin and bone, meat and muscle, but beneath that they lay the crackling blue fire, guided now by his own force of will. 
He thought it, and a flare of blue power burst from his palms, lighting the dark cavern. Within the core of Sen he felt the spark diminish, and he watched it closely, plumbing the levels, then fired another flare and another as though shooting ballistae from an Aigle ship's bow. The spark faded more, as every expenditure diminished it further.
Awa Babo did not understand it, but neither did he care. Here was power he had never known, perhaps power enough to do what the millennia never could. The thought overjoyed him, and he levied all the force from within the man Sen's core, and unleashed it upon his diamante shell.
The blast rocked that huge body. Through a kaleidoscope of his own vision and of Sen's he saw blue fire lash into the diamante, bursting around it like a rising sun. He saw ripples of possibility welling in the veil, drilling into his orbic frame. The dam of Sen's power began to dim, and he flung the last of it with all his strength at himself. 
There was an almighty crack, and for the first time since he was born Awa Babo's consciousness went dark. 
* * *
He came to in a new way, with new thoughts in a new mind. He was lying on his back, with the smell of petrite smoke in the air. He opened his eyes and saw a woman's face before him. She had blue skin and red hair.
Her hands were upon his forehead and chest and he felt them, touched for the first time. She was humming softly, mouthing words he dimly remembered as a lullaby from another life. 
With fingers he'd never used before, he reached up to touch her soft cheek. Who was she? Some faint memory clung to him, telling him she was important, that this moment mattered.
"Feyon," he said.
She smiled, and a tear fell down her cheek. "You've taken my only love, machine. You've stolen him away."
"No," he protested, though he knew it was true. This was the woman Sen had clung to. He knew her now, as he knew Sen, and all he had lost. "I only wanted to die." 
"I know," she said, "you too have known pain. I can feel it here."
Her palm was cool on his brow. He'd never felt the touch of another, and he didn't understand it. He tried to view her through the veil but couldn't. He tried to see his diamante body through the veil but nothing came.
"Your old body is dead," she said. "It's what you've always wanted."
He was confused. Sounds mixed with things he saw and felt in his head. "What happened?"
"You have taken the body of the man I love most. His name is Sen, and now he is gone."
Awa Babo moved his arm, taking her hand in his own. She felt cold. He had never felt cold before. He had never had an arm. He thought back on what Sen had done; how he'd opened the floodgates of his mind and levered him half of the way out. Now he understood it. 
"He wanted to save me," he said. Having a voice felt natural and strange at the same time. Suddenly it was so easy to communicate his intent, whereas before it had taken lifetimes to teach his people how to build even the most rudimentary bow and arrow. Now a lifetime of meaning could be conveyed in just a handful of words. 
"He has saved you," said Feyon. "He gave his life and his body so you might be free."
Awa Babo felt her hand tremble. By the dim light of his dying and cracked shell he saw her skin ripple. 
"What is happening to you?"
"I'm fading," she said. "Sen's memory of me is exhausted. This is my end too."
"Wait," he said hurriedly. She was the first face he had ever truly seen, the first voice he had heard, and she was beautiful. "I don't understand. What am I to do?" 
She smiled. "You must do what you think is right, war machine of the Mjolnirs. You have been given the body of my love. You have his powers too, and his responsibility. The fate of the Corpse World rests in your hands."
He felt both her love and her anger radiating up. This new body afforded a shallow rendering of the veil, but it bit deeper into him than any before. Her pain infected him. Her lost joy singed him. Her memories washed out like a tide, threatening to drown him.
Was this what he had destroyed? Had he taken all of this? 
"I only wished to die," he said. "That's all."
"Then die."
She blinked out of existence, and Awa Babo was left in darkness. 
He stood, moving Sen's body, carried upon Sen's legs, using Sen's eyes to look out at the wreck of what he had been. 
The greatest war machine on the Corpse World lay beside him, now split open like a blackened egg. He looked at the body he had been trapped within for so long. He touched the outer diamante shell, now scored by lines of force. He peered inside, where flashes of intermittent light sizzled. The copper lines that linked the crystals to the bombe were burnt and fused. The loupes had melted. It was dead. 
His cell. 
He looked inside himself hoping to find happiness, but it was not there. In all his dreams of real life he'd never once thought to steal the body of another.
He looked deeper, seeking something within that was still the man Sen. Hints of it spoke of sorrow, and he felt guilt for the first time, rising like random motion in the veil. He saw all the world die in Sen's memory, saw the true cost of the Rot's endless war, and knew that what the Blue woman had said was true. 
It fell to him now. 
He could die if he wanted. In this body it would be so easy. A knife across his throat and like hundreds before he would die on this altar of a forgotten Federacy. But in this body he no longer felt the same. He was not the same. 
He owed a debt. For what he'd been given, for what he'd taken. This was shame, he understood. With it came the names of all those this other man, this Sen had lost; Feyon, Mare, Daveron, Alam, Gellick, Leander, Avia. He remembered details about them but the memories were cold. For the first time in all his aloneness he truly understood what loneliness was, and for the first time saw a way to remedy it. 
He reached again for the veil, and the veil responded. For millennia he had read it. He had been designed to speak across it. Now in the fragments of Sen that remained, fuelled by three millennia of his own sad memories, he found the ability to walk it.
He ran those years like a cipher through this new mind, building in efficiencies as he'd always been designed to, taking in the whole of his strategy and the best way to complete it. 
His new future lay ahead. The white of the veil opened up, and Awa Babo strode boldly through. 
 



 
 
FREEMANTLE IV
 
 
Time passed, and Freemantle waited. 
He reworked the book of Sen's memories and reorganized it, then rewrote it again from the beginning so that it flowed smoothly from one event to the next, cataloging Sen's life as he lived it, adding in everything that had happened since the end of the Corpse World.
He tended to Sen's body, which remained motionless in the veil chair. It didn't eat, didn't drink, and didn't die, but it did wither. The withering began at his feet; they curled up and dried like winter leaves, as if all substance had been sucked down to the bone. At first this alarmed him. He tried to think of ways to hide this from Sen, so it wouldn't be too terrible to behold when he returned, but it only grew worse. Soon the withering spread to his calves and thighs, his hands and arms.
But Sen didn't come back. 
Freemantle began to wonder if he would always be alone, now. Perhaps he would wake one day and this figure of Sen would simply be gone, like the wreckage in his room after his suicide had been cleaned away. All he'd have then would be his books, unless they were gone too. Then he'd just have the memory of a strange young man through the veil, and how long would that last? 
Madness would come as a welcome relief. 
For now he tended Sen's body. He slept. At times he re-read his own diaries. Pangs of guilt came and went, that he ought to be doing something more. If Sen was still alive, then he was out there even now, sacrificing himself to fight for the Corpse World. But that world came to feel very distant from Freemantle. Where once he'd hoped to return, perhaps even to his own time, now it didn't seem to matter as much. For now he was comfortable reading back on his old studies of the world, and reading Sen's life. 
He slept more and more. He didn't know how long for, as he had no means of measuring time, nor did it seem to matter. His dreams were simple affairs, normally involving Kelly and their sons. He'd smile and pat his eldest son Titus on the head. They'd be walking down the cobblestones to Reymarth Park; snippets of a life half a millennium old. 
When Sen finally woke, Freemantle was dreaming. He was eating peas at the old log table in their rooms above the clock shop. It was a big bowl of peas, and Kelly and the boys were watching as he ate them one by one. He tried to amuse them by eating each in a different way, miming a lion, exaggerating the difficulties of keeping a single pea balanced on his fork like a clown. They laughed, and their laughter became a gurgling waterfall, and he woke up. 
Sen was shuddering in his chair, as something shot from his mouth. It took Freemantle a few moments to realize it wasn't peas because the jet of stuff wasn't green, but white. 
He sped to Sen's side and held him while convulsions racked his body. Another jet of waxy white stuff spurted from his mouth, splashing off the wall. It dripped down from Sen's nose and oozed from his ears. 
There was no smell. It was sterile but for the violence it caused. Sen's face was red, his mouth wide open, and he gripped Freemantle's wrist like an iron vice. Nothing Freemantle shouted at him seemed to have any impact, so he simply wrestled him to his knees and held him while the vomiting continued. It went on for far longer than he thought possible, always with more of the white wax spewing out. 
By the end Freemantle himself was weary, exhausted from bracing Sen and saying reassurances. The floor was coated with wax curdling into hard white blocks, like drying lava. 
When it was finally over Sen sagged to his back, and his tunic peeled open, showing his stomach. The shock bit into Freemantle hard. 
Where before there had been a stomach delineated with faint lines of muscle, there was now a valley, thinned out like his limbs. Loose skin sagged like wet cloth, picking out the inner outline of his spine.
For a moment Freemantle thought he might vomit himself. It was worse than the eye. 
Then Sen spoke. 
"Who are you?" he asked. 
Freemantle felt the bottom drop out of the fuzzy life he'd been living. Fear gripped him, and for a moment he couldn't think of any answer to give. 
He scooped the figure of Sen up in his arms. He was so light now. His arms and legs hung down uselessly from his body. His head lolled back feebly, his neck unable to support it, and the skin on his face had gone taut, showing the skull underneath. 
Freemantle laid him gently on the bed and stepped back. Sen was looking up at him with fear growing on his face. 
"I can't move my arms," he said. "I have arms don't I?" 
"It's all right," said Freemantle, knowing that it wasn't but not knowing what else to say. "Your arms are there. They'll get better, just like your eye."
"What happened to my eye?"
A second wave of fear passed through Freemantle but he gulped it down. "You lost it. You don't remember even that?"
He watched Sen struggle to move his right hand. The fingers merely twitched. Tears budded at the corners of his eyes. 
"I can't move. I can't move!"
"It'll be all right, Sen," soothed Freemantle. "Calm down." 
The wasted figure's eyes set on Freemantle's. "Sen," he said, his voice drawn, each word clearly an effort. "You expected Sen."
Freemantle just stared at him. "Yes," he answered dumbly.
A tear rolled down the sallow creature's face. 
"Sen's gone."
* * *
Freemantle sat at the desk with his insides churning. The creature that looked like Sen was asleep. Its breath rasped loudly in and out. 
He felt the same gathering frustration as the day he'd killed himself. He wanted to beat upon the walls and smash the desk to bits. He wanted to shake this strange creature awake and demand answers. 
Instead he waited, but the turmoil inside did not diminish. Before him sat the re-worked Book, and the thought of it made him want to laugh. It was just a story now, if Sen had forgotten even his own name. It didn't mean anything.
He'd been a fool to think they could fight, a fool to think the Darkness he'd seen could be stopped. His wife had died nearly five hundred years ago, but for the last weeks he'd allowed himself to hope she might somehow be returned to him. 
She would not. He would never go back. The Corpse World was gone and he was a fool. For the thousandth time he grieved for all that he'd lost. 
* * *
Awa Babo woke to whiteness and confusion. The man with the broad jaw and the fear in his face was sitting at a white desk with his head in his hands.
Now he knew this man's name. He recognized him from the remnants of Sen. He was Freemantle, and this was his cell in the veil.
He looked down on his own body, now covered with a blanket. He could feel his skin sagging underneath, spread too loose over this paltry frame. He remembered the awful moment he'd woken and the vomiting had begun. His head had tipped back like a baby's, the muscles in his neck no longer able to support it. If Freemantle had not been there to hold him he would have choked on his vomit. 
He struggled to move his legs beneath the sheets, but saw only the faintest wrinkle in the distance. It made him want to laugh. He was a prisoner again, trading one useless body for another, though now his veil sight was reduced and his body was ruined. 
What had he done?
He had stolen a body, and a life, and a purpose. 
Freemantle stirred, and turned to look at him. Within his eyes Awa Babo saw surrender.
"Freemantle," the once-machine said. 
For a moment Freemantle's eyes sparked with hope. "Sen?"
"No."
The spark fell out of them. "Then how do you know me?" 
"I held Sen within me, for the briefest time. Before I killed him."
Freemantle blinked. "You killed him?" 
Awa Babo tried to think of a way to explain all that happened without causing this distressed man further fear. It wasn't something the Gnomics had factored into him when they'd built his frame. He was designed for wheeling Aigles and massed flank attacks from underground, not measuring and managing the emotional reactions of fragile, solitary individuals. Yet he had information on this too. Sen was perhaps an expert, thanks to his muted ability to read emotion on the veil, and that level of knowledge remained. 
"I regret it now," Awa Babo attempted. "I did not know what I was doing. I was trapped much like you are now. I couldn't touch the world for thousands of years. Would you not have killed to escape?"
The malaise lifted from Freemantle, replaced by something else. Anger, perhaps. 
"Tell me," he said. 
Awa Babo did. As he spoke he felt his mind coming back to order. The wounds that were left by Sen's departure began to suture together and heal, binding the fragments together. With each stitch placed he remembered something more; images from another life blending with his own. He remembered standing upon the walls of Ignifer and calling out to the last Man of Quartz. He remembered the big Cray Lonnigan and his war on Heaven. He remembered the young Craley in his arms, weeping for his dead father. 
When Awa Babo finished they sat in silence for a long time.
"He wanted you for the army," Freemantle said, breaking the stillness. "You were the final piece of the puzzle." 
"I was."
Freemantle nodded, thinking it over. "To control the war machines of the Mjolnir Federacy. The defeated."
Awa Babo shook his head. The motion was new to him. "Then he was misguided. All the war machines were destroyed by the armies of King Seem as he lay waste to the Federacy."
A hint of hope rose in Freemantle's eye. He seemed to be seeing something that Awa Babo had not seen. "Are you certain of that?"
"Of course. These are the memories of my birth."
Freemantle rose to his feet, an anxious energy rising off him. "Birth memories can be misleading. A human child remembers nothing from that earliest time; perhaps you're similar. Did you actually see them destroyed?"
Awa Babo studied himself. The systems he'd once had to check and report on integrity were no longer there, but the patterns could still work. He interrogated them swiftly. "I felt them vanish from the veil," he said, "their outstretched minds cut away. That meant their destruction."
"But you didn't see them destroyed," said Freemantle. He snapped his fingers and started rustling in a book from his stack on the table. "They were the defeated, Awa Babo," he said as he flicked through pages, "so what if Sen took them like he took the army of Aradabar, before they ever had to fight? What if they are all waiting for you to return, like King Seem's army?"
Awa Babo stared at him. The lantern-jawed man's abrupt enthusiasm was unnerving. "How would he do such a thing?"
Freemantle laughed, settled on a page, then held it out for Awa Babo to see. It was a picture he remembered from Sen's mind; a comet-shaped trail of warriors arcing behind Saint Ignifer. Undoubtedly amongst them were Aigles, Ators and other Gnomic craft. How could they be there?
 "He's Sen," said Freemantle, close to a kind of hysterical laughter now. "He traveled millennia in time to find you, beyond the end of the world. If he wanted your machines he could have taken them!"
For a moment Awa Babo felt the growing enthusiasm from Freemantle spread into him. Was it possible, did he have those memories? There was nothing in Sen that suggested it. Then the cold reality of the Gnomics' masterplan bit in.
"That is not possible. The war machines were tailored specifically to respond to only two voices across the veil: the Emeritus' and my own. For Sen to break into even one of their minds would have taken a lifetime of study. And even if he had somehow accessed them and scooped them out of my era, I would not be able to control them now. I no longer see the veil the same way."
Freemantle waved a hand, as if all of his logic amounted to nothing. "That wouldn't matter. If you can walk the veil like him, as you obviously can, I'm certain you could speak over it too." He rushed on in a babble, not affording Awa Babo a chance to speak. "Whatever the case, you have to go fetch them now."
Awa Babo opened his mouth, but nothing in all the echoes of his logic banks and streamlined systems of thought had an answer for that. If he could walk the veil, it was possible. If it was possible, that meant it could have happened. The loss of his war machines had always been a mystery. He remembered King Seem standing over him, when he'd ordered the last Gnomics to bury him in his birthing pit. 
Even then, Seem had not known where the war machines had gone. 
Had Sen taken them? 
The spike of hope surged through him. If, and if, but ifs were better than the certainty he had known all his life. Ifs now felt as hard as diamante. There had never been a chance for him. He had always expected to live until the end alone, and then die. Dying had been the only thing he ever looked forward to. 
Now there was the chance see his army again, and to use them in service of a much greater good. What if he could free them all? They were simple minds, but they deserved more. He had always deserved more than Seem had destined him to. No creature should labor in a cell forever. Perhaps freeing them would go some small way to repay the losses Sen had taken in order to free him. 
"Then we'll go to them," he said. 
"I can't walk the veil," Freemantle said. "You'll have to go alone."
* * *
They prepared a new Book; that of Awa Babo. The once-machine lay feebly on his bed while Freemantle questioned him, recording every detail of his passive life and every detail he could remember of Sen's movements through the veil. 
It was a slim volume. It saddened Awa Babo to see it.
His life had ranged over millennia, but nothing had ever happened. Few things had mattered. He had cared for nobody. It seemed strange to him now that he should care for Sen, for the echo of Sen's friends, though he did. 
He had been changed by this new union. Plunging into Sen's embrace had been a kind of second birth. He still felt guilt for what he'd done, but it was shifted now. It was bearable, as Sen had come to him fully aware of the sacrifice he was to make. He had given him this immense gift; freedom and the veil. Now he had the chance to spread that freedom further. 
When the book of Awa Babo was complete, Freemantle lifted his frail form and carried him carefully to the chair. 
"There may be little time."
"There is little time," Awa Babo confirmed. He could feel it everywhere now; his senses attuned in the conjoining. "The Darkness is very near. It laps beneath our feet."
As his body settled into the chair, Freemantle first looked warily at the white floor, then wedged him in with cushions. 
"Sen came through that wall," Awa Babo said, remembering, though he was too weak to point. 
Freemantle nodded. "I did too. Perhaps one day we'll all pass back through."
Awa Babo smiled, for he knew he would not be coming back. "I simply close my eyes?" 
"And think of the Corpse World. Think of the life you left behind, of home if you can. The veil should come to you. But there may be a trial, a kind of vision. There was one for me and one for Sen. There may be one for you."
"I read the veil all my life," said Awa Babo, taken by a moment of wonder that such things were possible. "I never thought I would walk it so freely."
Freemantle clapped him on the shoulder. "Now's your chance to fly."
"Farewell," said Awa Babo, "and thank you for watching over us all."
He took a deep breath, closed his eyes on the world of Freemantle, and opened them on another. 
The veil formed around him; white and rich and confounding. He was standing, his Sen-legs and arms returned to him in this place. So many possibilities arched outward, and each was a new construction upon which he could build countless layers, building until all around him spun glorious cathedrals of meaning. 
But not yet. There was a break in the line between him and all of them, and into that break stepped a figure he recognized. It was Sen, seen as if in a mirror. 
"Let's go together," Sen said. 
He looked younger. He looked well, and Awa Babo found himself nodding. Together they began to walk.
"I forgive you for giving me up," Sen said to him cheerfully. "It's in the past now."
This seemed natural, even if forgiveness conferred a guilt he had not fully felt until then. Now its load bore him down heavily. That puzzled him in hundreds of thought-cycles as they walked on. 
"Where are we going?" he asked. 
"The revenant arch," Sen answered. "It's just up ahead."
Awa Babo peered into the cool white. There was nothing there but more white. "I don't see it."
"Then trust me, machine. I know the veil. It lies just ahead."
They walked, and walked, and Awa Babo felt the thought-cycles spinning through him; puzzling over guilt that was not guilt, and distances that were not distances. 
"Not so far now," Sen would say from time to time. 
Eventually Awa Babo stopped, understanding. This too was just another cell. He'd lived in one long enough to know what it was. Sen moved to face him, blocking the path. 
"Why have you stopped?"
It seemed to the Mjolnir machine that he knew, that they both knew. "There's no revenant arch that way, Sen." 
"Of course there is. It's just over the next rise."
There were no rises. There were no features but white. "No."
"Follow me," said Sen cheerily, though there was a cruelty growing in his eyes. "I know the veil better than a machine that never once stepped out of its hole."
Awa Babo watched his own hand reach out to Sen's belt.
"What are you doing?" Sen asked blankly. 
"I'm sorry," said Awa Babo, as he drew the misericorde spike.
"You don't need that." 
"I do."
He held the blade as a dagger, lifted it back, then brought it down into Sen's chest. 
Sen didn't move, only stared at him as white blood oozed from the wound. "You wanted to do that from the beginning. You've stolen my life, and my love."
"You're the arch," said Awa Babo. "I had to. Freemantle told me it would be hard."
Sen laughed. "You think that was hard, machine?"
The white about them peeled away. 
Awa Babo opened his eyes on the Corpse World again, but in a different place and a different time. 
A figure stood before him, a powerful young Appomatox with twin misericorde spikes drawn and cinched hard against his throat. 
"You aren't Sen," she said.
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CRALEY SHARK II
 
 
Craley Shark was studying one of the ancient books of King Seem's historians when Sen appeared behind her. She felt his arrival as a changing in the thickness of the air in the library. She turned and immediately knew something was wrong. Sen had never simply appeared before.
For a moment Craley watched him in the revelatory light, this man who looked like Sen, and in that brief time read everything she needed to know. The man staggered. His face was dazed, and he was plainly baffled by the surroundings he found himself within; Seem's Great Library. He held himself totally differently from the Sen Craley had known, who had always been perfectly in balance, fluid and limber. This man moved with no sense of momentum; angular and uncomfortable. No man who had mastered the spikes so skillfully could ever move like that. 
Craley drew her misericordes from their sheaths on the desk and cleared the distance between them in a heartbeat, was upon him in two, and in three was whispering the first real words Awa Babo ever heard in the Corpse World.
"You aren't Sen."
* * *
Awa Babo's eyes fixed on the woman before him. She was an Appomatox, though her chest-mouth was hidden under a thick wool tunic. Awa Babo had never seen an Appomatox before, but knew from the memories he'd been built with what one looked like; large shoulders, thin waist, and a mouth in her chest that led to no throat. A pair of ribbed gills flared in her neck.
Her eyes were sharp and intelligent. Awa Babo felt himself being stared into even as he stared back. This was Craley Shark, the remnants of Sen whispered up to him. Saint Craley, Sen's daughter. 
"I am Awa Babo," he said. "I've come in Sen's place."
The spikes pressed tighter about Awa Babo's neck, constricting his windpipe. For the first time he thought, I have a windpipe. 
"Where is he?"
In Craley's brown eyes Awa Babo saw tight, controlled anger. 
"I killed him," Awa Babo said, "and I took his body."
Before Awa Babo had a chance to say anything more, Craley pulled one of the spike's back and swung it to crack haft-first against his head. 
He came to with a bruising headache. His first. As a machine he had never known pain, though he had dim memories of the life Sen had led and the pain he had known. It had been a kind of pain when the Aigles and Ators had been cut from him in the first glimmerings after his birth, but not like this. That was sharp, but more like madness as his senses slipped away. It was nauseating, wrenching even, but different. 
This was immediate and physical. His temple throbbed, and he wondered that his first bruise would even now be swelling, his first drops of blood dripping. 
He blinked. He was in a library, King Seem's Great Library, lit by the hissing halo of a revelatory light. He saw shelves stretching out into the darkness like spokes from a wheel, stacked with ancient-looking books. The Emeritus had had none of these. 
"What am I doing here?" he thought, then realized he had said it. Involuntarily he tried to reach up to touch his lips as though to push the words back in, but failed because his arm wouldn't move. For a terrible moment he feared it had been cut off, just as his war machine limbs had been cut off, then he felt the tight pain about his wrists and realized his arms were bound behind him. 
He was seated in a chair looking into the bright white of a powerful revelatory lamp. He tried to stand but found his lower body was fastened to the heavy chair too. 
Craley Shark stepped into his field of view. The revelatory was behind her, so her face was shadowy while her outline had a white glow. 
"Who are you?" 
Her features were dim but Awa Babo could clearly see the silhouettes of misericordes at her waist. More fragments of Sen's memory rose to the surface like bodies in a lake; he was standing before a Moleman and hammering himself in the thigh. He was beating a Spider in the dark of an underground tunnel. 
Sen had the capacity for such violence, so perhaps his daughter did too. He had left Craley alone here for years, and perhaps she'd gone mad. The callousness of it struck Awa Babo fiercely. He too had been left alone for thousands of years. Brief anger surged in him and he wondered at it. He had never felt it before. Before there had been only the hollow ache of being alone. 
"My name is Awa Babo," he said, "and I have come on Sen's behalf."
Craley snorted. "You killed him, stole his body, and expect me to believe he sent you?"
"He's here in me still. Some part of him anyway."
Craley regarded him for a long moment. "What part?"
"The edges. The marks that remained, when he'd used up everything inside."
Craley considered. "Like scars." 
"Like a clay vase takes the shape of its mold," Awa Babo added helpfully. "I remember what he did, for your shared dream of rebellion against the Darkness. I remember the army of the defeated."
Craley ignored this and drew a spike. Awa Babo felt a tingle of anticipation run through him. Was it excitement, or fear? He thought both. 
"Why did you kill him?"
For a moment he considered lying. That had never been an option to him before. The edges of Sen afforded him that, but lying would not help now. "I wanted to die. He wanted to save the world. I couldn't help him do that; because the Darkness seemed my only way out."
Craley turned the misericorde slowly. "And now you have his body."
Awa Babo nodded. Craley seemed to ponder this for a moment, then she sheathed the spike.
"Awa Babo," she mused, saying the words slowly and rolling them around her mouth. "The Emeritus' new mind."
Awa Babo felt his mouth make a foolish round O. "Yes," he replied starkly. "How do you know that?"
Craley smiled. "I sent him to get you."
* * *
Craley untied him, and they continued their conversation sitting either side of a desk strewn with papers, quills, and a crosshatched wooden board with carved wooden pieces standing atop it in ordered ranks. They both held cups of tea, the brown liquid steaming. Awa Babo nearly spat out his first sip it was so bitter. Craley laughed.
"It's made with brunifer roots. It's supposed to taste like that."
"Foul," was all Awa Babo could manage, his face curdling as he swallowed.
Craley's smile widened, then faded. "It was Sen's favorite."
Awa Babo nodded. 
"Take some sugar." Craley pointed to the brown pot. Awa Babo opened it and spooned three scoops into the drink. The next sip was more palatable. 
"I suppose that's the first thing you've ever tasted," Craley said. 
Awa Babo nodded.
"It's no mother's milk, but it's a good start."
Together they sipped at the hot liquid, each lost in their own thoughts. 
"We have our similarities, you and I," Craley said at last. "Sen is a kind of father to us both. He birthed you. He raised me. He left us with a mission."
Awa Babo nodded. It was strange to have a head that could bob up and down. It was strange to transmit meaning to the world through his own actions. All he'd ever known was passivity, and the barest communication through dreams. To engage directly and impact the actual world was a very new feeling. 
"I wasn't social either, for a long time," Craley said, as if reading these thoughts. "I used to piss all over myself, because I was too intent to get up. I stank, I couldn't talk, and I hated Sen most of all. Perhaps you can imagine that."
Awa Babo nodded again. It was an impressive trick to wag his head like this and still communicate, so minimal but so effective. 
"Now I talk to anything that'll listen. There are statues in the portico hall I've had arguments with that lasted months. Plus every book is a discussion between me and the dead author. I can imagine them responding to my questions, and so we have a dialog. Occasionally we fight, me with my spikes, them with caulks or whatever they choose. I often win, but not always." 
"I understand," Awa Babo said. "Perhaps better than any."
Craley laughed. "Of course. You're an expert at not going mad by now, I expect. How many years have you been alone? About four millennia, I think, though I've got the precise date somewhere here." She gestured around at the library. "Do you know that the Molemen, they're the ancestors of the Emeritus' Gnomics, by the way, and of Mogs come to think of it, do you know they revere you?" She laughed abruptly, as if that was a very fine thing. "There's a constellation named after you, though you never even did anything! You're their god because you felt nothing at all."
He didn't know that. He'd been a god before though.
"A lot of potential there," Craley said, pointing at Awa Babo's head. Sen's head. It was confusing already. "Your brain, the things you were programmed for. Tell me, do you remember collecting the army? Did Sen get them all?"
"Some of it. I think so. I remember pieces, mostly." 
Craley nodded. They sat quietly a time longer, looking at each other over the table. 
"What's that?" asked Awa Babo, nodding toward the carved wooden pieces standing on the crosshatched board. Each one of them was different, though some he thought he recognized. One of them could be a landshark with rider, another a representation of an Aigle attack ships, one a long-winged albatross. Others he wasn't so sure of. 
"A representation," replied Craley. "It's the battle for Ignifer, in pieces. It's a kind of game. I sent Sen to collect four great heroes. He clearly reached you." 
They looked at each other over the pieces. 
"What happened with the rest?" 
Awa Babo told her what he could recall. 
Craley listened and asked questions. Her memories were vague and spotted, but clearly to a purpose, as an overview emerged from the pieces. It seemed that Sen had gathered them all, at least until it came to Awa Babo. When the story was done Craley sat quietly, holding the now empty mug in her hands. 
"Freemantle told me to fight, so I came to you," Awa Babo finished lamely into the quiet. 
Craley said nothing. 
"I don't remember if he collected the Mjolnir armies. Freemantle had a theory about that. He said only I would be able to control them, though I don't know how, since I cannot read the veil."
Craley snorted. "We're in the veil. The white space outside my library is some kind of perch to read the veil from."
Awa Babo looked around. "I don't recognize it. It doesn't look as it used to."
"I'm sure it doesn't. You're seeing it through different eyes."
Awa Babo set his tea mug on the table. "So did he?" he asked. "Did Sen take my armies?"
Craley met his gaze with her own. "How would I know? I haven’t seen him since he left. I have no idea."
"Then," Awa Babo began, but didn't know what else to say. 
"You have his mind in you," Craley said. "Or at least the remnants. Can't you see if he took them or not?"
Awa Babo shrugged. "It doesn't work like that. Fragments rise up. It's disjointed. I can't call something up just because I want to."
Craley gave a black smile. "Then let's hope the right fragments rise up."
Awa Babo frowned. Was that what he'd come here for? "That's it? We should just sit and wait?"
"Yes. I've been here for years already. I think you're pretty good at waiting by now." The young woman's smile became a grin.
"How can you say that?" Awa Babo pressed, feeling a new flush of anger. There was pleasure in indulging it. "I owe a debt for what I have taken. We must fight. Freemantle sent me to fight."
"Then fight," said Craley magnaminously, gesturing for Awa Babo to stand. "Have at it."
Awa Babo stood, then looked around himself. "How do I fight?"
Craley only watched him, and for a moment Awa Babo thought the youth might be enjoying this. That made him feel angry and faintly ridiculous at the same time. 
He sat down again. 
"Calm down," said Craley. "Unless you think working up a sweat will help the fragments rise up."
Awa Babo swallowed an angry retort. It was meaningless anyway.
"Listen," said Craley. "I never traveled the veil, at least not without Sen's help. I don't think I'm able to, though obviously you are. I can't take us to the armies, and I can't take us to the end of the world. I've spent my life researching for that one battle, just as Sen spent his life preparing to orchestrate it, but once we're there I'm not going to be that useful. I'm a historian. You're a strategist. I think we need to hash this thing out, if we're going to beat the Rot. As far as I can tell from Avia's madder texts, no other world across the Corpse has ever truly defeated the Rot." She paused, and sucked in a whistling breath. "It's a big ask. So I suggest we sit here, and talk about strategy, and hope some fragments rise up of what my father did before you killed him."
Awa Babo watched his own fists, Sen's fists, clench on the table before him, the knuckles whitening. Something in Craley's tone angered him further. Something mocked him.
"You would have done the same. You would have killed him too."
The look of amusement brightened in Craley's eyes. "Kill Sen? I already did that once. But I was twelve years old at the time. How old were you?"
There it was; the mockery. It shouldn't annoy him, since compared to Awa Babo this Craley was as short-lived as a shellaby buy, barely even alive. Still it infuriated him. "Have you any idea what it felt like to be born in a body you couldn't control? Can you imagine four thousand years with only memories of loss to keep you warm; the family that should have encircled you being ripped away? Unless you've lived out those empty eons you can't presume to judge me."
Craley laughed again, but her eyes were hard. "Of course I can judge you. My true father kept me in a cage for the first three years of my life; not only alone but scared, hungry and cold as well. Did you have any of that to contend with? I haven't controlled my life once. I have done what Sen said, and while he heaped misery, loneliness and this Heart-blasted burden on me, I came to love him at the same time. Did you have to love your captor, King Seem, because he was your only hope? No. So listen to me, Awa Babo, Moleman god. I would not have killed Sen again, nor would I have hungered for the Darkness to come kill me, because I'm not a selfish coward."
"I am not a coward!" Awa Babo said sharply, slamming one hand down onto the desk. The wooden game pieces rattled and fell over. 
Craley's face showed her dispassion. "Where's the proof? Like I said, I haven't seen you do anything yet except sell out the world."
"And do you think I wanted that?" Awa Babo shouted, letting the anger rise and rule him. "You don't know what it was like. It wasn't a choice with any free will. It was a choice of unbearable imprisonment or reprieve. Death was my only option."
"And kill all the world, including the man who'd come to free you? I would choose imprisonment."
Awa Babo slammed his fist on the table again and found himself on his feet, the game pieces tipping to and fro as he shook the table itself. 
"You don't know what it was like," he insisted. 
Craley's voice became low and dangerous. "Unless you want to fight me, machine, I suggest you sit back down."
"Machine!" cried Awa Babo, not even knowing why. "I'll show you."
Craley rose to her feet in a blur, her misericordes seeming to leap into her hands. She leaned over to bring one of them looping around Awa Babo's head far faster than he could react, and with it she pull him in, but abruptly stopped as memories from Sen flooded between them.
Craley's misericordes dropped to the ground with a clatter. Her face turned pale and a low moan escaped from between her lips. The two of them then slumped to the floor, where they lay quietly, overwhelmed with a shared sense of loss.
Awa Babo was in the moments of his birth again, waking to the sense of dislocation and loss as his war machines were cut away. Mixing in with that were images of a woman slicing into a baby's face, and a screaming Moleman bound to a chair.
Sen was still there, in the gaps in between, reaching out to them with an answer. Awa Babo reached back but Sen's touch eluded him. He scrabbled at the edges of himself but couldn't get a firm grip, but perhaps he found something else instead. 
After a time the fit passed, and he pushed his new body unsteadily to its feet, even as Craley lifted herself as well, slumping into her chair. 
"I guess something rose up," Craley said, and lifted a pale hand to wipe blood from her lips. "It's good to share. So did he take the war machines or not?"
Awa Babo managed a weak smile. He saw so many things now, with such clarity, and they made a joke of all his life. "No. That task falls to me. I will be my own jailer."
 



 
 
THE ROT'S WAR
 
 
In the aftermath they drank more tea, recovering. Gradually the color returned to both of their faces. They spoke only enough to know that they'd both felt the same sensations; that whatever Awa Babo had experienced he'd put Craley through as well. 
They sipped, and sat.
Craley reached out to one of the black carved pieces on the wooden board. It was a shapeless blob that seemed to be made of strange bubbles. She turned it over in her hands.
"What does that represent?" asked Awa Babo.
Craley looked up. "It's the Rot." She reached out to another black piece and lifted it. The only difference was in the precise shape; the bubbles were arranged in a slightly different pattern. Awa Babo now realized that all the black pieces looked much like this. 
"And that?"
"The Rot," replied Craley without looking up. "Every bit of it, tongue and body and throat. I don't have pieces for the Darkness, because that's not a factor in this war." She gestured to the playboard, which now Awa Babo saw had been sketched with the outline of a city; Ignifer's city, complete with districts, major structures and the Sheckledown Sea. "This is the Rot's War, and I've been playing it for years."
Awa Babo scanned the game set, and focused on the pieces carved in white sandalwood.  
"Am I in there somewhere?" he asked.
Craley flashed a brief grin, and pointed. The piece stood tall on its end, but Awa Babo was struck by how much it resembled the shell he had once inhabited. "You're famous," she said. 
"What about you?"
Craley shook her head. "I'm the game master. There's no piece for me, because I don't fight in this war, not as such."
Awa Babo nodded, and studied the remaining pieces. He saw the ones that represented his Aigles and Ators, then the ships that must belong to the Albatross, and the bestiary of King Seem, with the horde of identical Drazi under Lord Quill. One piece remained though, a figure standing with two dark spikes bared. 
"And that's Saint Ignifer?"
Craley shrugged. "I just call him Sen."
Awa Babo nodded. "It looks like you." Craley only laughed, then began to set the pieces into their starting positions on the cross-checked board. 
"You play the good guys," she said, "I'll be the Rot. We'll see if anything else floats up."
They played, and Craley explained the rules as they went. The Rot could occupy any square near to it, with no rules governing its direction of movement. It began as just one black piece, then grew organically as round by round the black player added pieces on. It had the option to occasionally spike out its 'tongues', which were projections three squares long, and destroyed anything they came into contact with. It killed white pieces either with tongues or by enveloping them in itself. Eventually, if played for long enough, there were enough carved black pieces to fill the entire board.
That was how their first game went, despite Awa Babo's best efforts to hold back the tide.
"The Rot wins," Craley said, as she swiped the board clear. "It nibbles at the edges, you see, but also it plunges into the heart. Once it took your Lord Quill, you had nothing left to absorb the tongues, and Saint Ignifer was doomed. The real challenge though is if you play properly."
Awa Babo felt that he was being insulted, but was too fascinated to care as Craley spun the board and began to set it up again. This time she talked through the strategy for the white team, Sen's army of the defeated. The white player could only ever hope to block the Rot temporarily, not stop it permanently. The key to their defense was the Saint Ignifer figure, which had to power to destroy the Rot pieces around it, but only if it maintained sightlines to the five generals, each of which had their own pieces as well; Alam, Daveron, Mare, Feyon and Gellick.
All the white pieces moved following different sets of rules, either diagonally or in straight lines or geometrical shapes. The ships of the Albatross could only traverse the back edge of the board, symbolizing the Sheckledown Sea. Lord Quill was limited to the middle, symbolizing the ground, while Awa Babo and King Seem could go anywhere, as their forces could take to the sky. The five generals could only stay within the city, and moved slowly. 
In that second game the pieces moved back and forth swiftly, each following their own rules as the Rot expanded. Awa Babo as the Rot attempted to block sightlines to the Saint, while Craley made maneuvers Awa Babo had not expected; sacrifices here to gain a foothold there, sometimes ignoring Saint Ignifer completely. Each move that obstructed the progress of the Rot caused it to slow and circle around the obstruction; the piece was destroyed but the Rot was pulled into strange shapes across the board. Craley's strange, swift movements lulled Awa Babo into a false sense of security, as he focused so much on expanding to swallow all the armies that he soon forgot about the single piece of Saint Ignifer.
"Touché," said Craley at last, and touched the Saint to the single larger piece of the Rot that symbolized the throat.
Awa Babo scanned the field, and saw now that somehow Craley had opened up sightlines to all five generals at once. Awa Babo had let those lines develop. As he thought back on the game, he realized that it was a brilliant strategy of deception; bogging Awa Babo down in chasing details while Craley had left her power pieces vulnerable. 
It was obvious now that the odds were heavily stacked in the favor of the black player, so the only hope for white was a blinding flurry of sacrificial flank attacks, ending on a sightline assault via the Saint. 
"Congratulations," he said, leaning back. "I can see you're an excellent player."
Craley frowned. "Congratulations? Wait, do you think I won?"
Awa Babo was now confused. 
"I mean," he began, then paused. He looked at the board, and thought about what he knew of it from Sen, and realized the truth. "It's just a game," he said. 
Craley swept the board again, eyeing him closely. "Of course it's a game. So why didn't I win?"
Awa Babo almost laughed. "Because we've already lost as soon as we start to play. It's not enough to beat back the Rot. Sen already did that. He fought it off in the sky, and the Rot just fled to a softer target."
"The Rot just fled," agreed Craley. "That's how this game ends every time. The Rot always flees, no matter how well white plays. Once I thought I had it encircled, trapped in the city, but I was never really close. Even playing against you, when you didn't even know that was my objective, I couldn't trap it. So it flees, and it goes to Aradabar, where we can't follow, and we couldn't fight with any strength even if we did. It eats the world. The Darkness comes." Craley made a circling gesture in the air, suggesting an oft-repeated mantra. "It's not enough to beat it in a fight. We have to contain it completely. We have to prevent it from fleeing, and then we have to destroy it. Can you see a way to do that?"
The game turned in Awa Babo's head. He began to think of the pieces in a different way, aligned with this new objective. He analyzed their capacities. It was only a game, so it was possible to create new rules based on the real-world capacities of the pieces. He applied his learnings of four millennia of military strategy, as programmed by the Emeritus and as learned from the fragments of Lord Quill and King Seem and Lonnigan Cray, each left over in the fragments of Sen. 
"Let's play again," he said. 
Craley grinned. "I thought you'd never ask.
In their next game Craley swept the board easily, employing tongues only once, in a way Awa Babo had been completely unprepared for. The game took almost an hour. When it was done Awa Babo leant back in his chair. 
He thought about the rules, and the reality. Nobody knew the capacity of all the forces at play better than he, with his knowledge from Sen. There had to be a reason Avia had made this selection of ancient heroes. He leaned in closer, envisioning the reality of the city etched over the simple game board. Every square of it was overlaid with a thin patina of Sen's carved-out memories; running here, posting there, escaping Adjunc, bating the Molemen. The logic circuits of his mind, once been forged out of metal and diamante, thrummed harder than ever in their new home inside Sen's head.
"I have a theory," he said, and began repositioning the pieces at his end of the board. "I have some ideas about the capabilities of the Drazi."
"Let's hear them," Craley said, and put the single beginning black Rot piece at her end of the board to await white's first move. 
* * *
Of course he failed. The game was designed so that white could never encircle the Rot, and the Rot could flee at any moment that it felt the battle going against it. No matter how many rules changes Awa Babo added, he still couldn't do it, though each time he crept a little closer, until finally he glimpsed the answer. 
After eleven more games, Awa Babo tipped over the Saint Ignifer piece in surrender. 
"You see?" said Craley, not gloating, just making the point. 
"I see your point," said Awa Babo. "But do you see mine?" 
Craley looked at him blankly. "What point?"
Awa Babo pointed to the board. "The game considers the Saint to be instrumental. He's the only thing that can actually kill the Rot. You said as much yourself; we couldn't win this war in Aradabar, and why is that?"
 "Because the Saint didn't exist then," said Craley, as if reciting rote learning. "Because there's no faith to power him up."
"And how are we using the Saint here?" Awa Babo said, the revelations sparking through him. "Dancing five generals around the board, thinking about five sight lines when we should be thinking about nine. It's not representative. The generals are the absolute key, but we're neglecting them."
Craley frowned. "What do you mean, nine? And I wasn't neglecting them. I was hiding them. If they spring out too early, before the Rot is encircled, it will run. We've been through all this."
Awa Babo wagged a finger; another excellent gesture. "Exactly. We keep them in reserve so they can make the killing blow, but it's not the full reserve. Look," he shifted the pieces around, so that all of Sen's generals stood in a little clump above one square depicting the Aigle palace. "What about this? New sightlines." He pointed from the palace to Seem, Quill, the Albatross and Awa Babo. "Four more generals, including me. We need to harness the faith of these armies into the Saint too, then use that strength to kill the Rot. Can you imagine the strength of that? Before that point, we go all out to contain the Rot. When the time comes, we sharpen up this new version of the Saint's faith and shoot it off to Sen."
Craley stood up and walked around the board. She scratched her head. She went to say something, then stopped, then started again. 
"OK. It's interesting. You want to power up the Saint with history, and that makes sense." She pointed at the four new generals. "Yes, each of these armies brings its own faith with it. What's more," she clicked her fingers and gestured at the 'omnichron' hanging on the walls around them, her tapestry of the Corpse World's history, "Sen and his friends already built all these heroes into their newspaper. Half the work's been done for us. We just need to focus them somehow, so they can fit in with the patterns their newspaper set up. But how do we do that?" She stuck her tongue out through the side of her mouth, lost in thought. "As far as I understand it, only Sen can focus the weave of the Saint."
Now Awa Babo grinned broadly. "That's another flaw of your design." He tapped the Sen figure. "You only made one of these."
"Of course. There is only one."
Awa Babo grinned wider. It took a moment, but Craley slowly realized. 
"Wait. You? But, how could you-"
"I'm Sen," he said. "I'm also Awa Babo. I can act as a lens for the new generals. Get me a sightline to the three others, and to the old five, and I believe I can connect them directly to Sen on the veil. The Rot can't block that. I was built to focus power through the veil, and in this body I still can. The force would be tremendous." He couldn't even imagine it. It would make the blue blast that broke his shell apart look like a candle flame in comparison. "The armies and generals just need to trap the Rot in position long enough for us to line all the generals up."
Craley was staring. "Then the Saint strikes harder than ever. Boom. We actually vanquish the Rot?"
Awa Babo grinned. They'd already tried countless strategies to hold the Rot in certain positions while they attempted to encircle it; rules changes that used the armies' natural abilities. Any and all of them could work for this. 
"It's beautiful," said Craley.
Awa Babo was already thinking ahead. The Rot wouldn't know what was going to hit it. There was no way it could. It had never seen the precise unity of the Mjolnir thinking machines. Now he was going to gather those war machines himself. A shiver passed through him. 
"We are all his army," he said, "even the ones who've never heard of the Saint. We're fighting for the same thing, but it's the Saint who will win the day. It's Sen."
Craley gleefully snapped one of the Rot's pieces in half. "Of course it is. But not our Sen." She waved the broken piece dismissively. "Some other Sen, before any of this happened to him. This Sen is going to win. For him this army will not be defeated, it'll be victorious."
She winked. 
Victorious. 
Awa Babo had never been victorious. He'd only made mistakes one after another, where victory always lead to greater suffering. But in this new world those mistakes could be undone. Sen would be alive. Awa Babo's war machines would survive, and the world would live on. Perhaps he would finally earn the worship of the Molemen who had already thought of him as their god for so long. 
It warmed him inside, and began to fill the hole of empty millennia.
"Here," he said, tapping the map, beginning to outline the strategy. "It begins here."
 



 
 
LONNIGAN CLAY III
 
 
On their last day, Lonnigan Clay stood at the fore deck of the Albatross looking out at the burning Eye of Heaven on the waves before him. It was a doorway, Sen had told him, to a place called the veil, where the last survivors of a lost caste hid away from the world. 
"They're an off-shoot of the Gnomic breed," he had said, on that beach so long ago. "The last few sentients after the Mjolnir Federacy fell. You know your history? After King Seem wiped out their Federacy, they built the last of their Aigle ships into the Eye and linked it to the veil so they could never be hunted again."
"And now I'm to hunt them again?"
Sen had grinned. "Not to kill them. You'll use them as a door. With your new ballista you'll knock, the door will open, and I'll be waiting on the other side to catch you all."
For years Lonnigan had thought and rethought through those words. He didn't understand, but now he had faith. It was a mission and a reason to be, and he welcomed it. Without his quest to avenge his wife and a son, without the Shrew and his dream of changing his caste, what else did he have? 
The Eye of Heaven seemed to shiver with each lap of the waves around it, sending sheens of blazing light running up and over its surface like refractions from an oily bubble. 
By his side stood Mollie, her hair twisters turning in the wind. One of her hands rested easily on Lonnigan's large diamante shell. This was a reason too, now. For the longest time he'd thought she was dead, along with the rest of the crew. But she was Half-moon Mollie, last of her breed to flee the confines of the Eye, mogrified to the caste of her choice, and she wasn't fated to die by the hand of her own people. 
For a time she had remained with the ex-Mjolnirs, in the timeless space behind the veil. They had helped and guided her, before once again she grew tired of the suffocating safeness they lived within.
Two years had passed before she came to Lonnigan at a dinning bar, long hours after one of his better exhortations had resulted in both funding and volunteer navvies from the crowd. She sat at the beer-sloshed table opposite him, where he was resting his drunken head in his claws, and waited. 
He heard her by the sound of her hair-twisters, and looked up. At once his eyes filled with tears. She was a ghost returned. 
"I said they couldn't kill me," she said. "Now I ask to join your crew, if I may. That was a rousing invocation."
He was almost speechless. Then again, he was Lonnigan Clay. "Can you pay for your berth?" he managed. 
She smiled, and dumped a heavy leather pouch on the table. It clanked sweetly. 
"Opal rubies," she said. "Harvested from the Emeritus' pyramid before my people fled. They should be enough to triple your fleet and fill it with everything the future will need, and build you a bolt-mounted bombe large enough to bring us all through."
At that he truly was speechless. 
"My people have no wish for the world to end either," Mollie went on. "They asked me to bring this to you. They understand your hunt, and agree to be used as your doorway through the veil." 
"I-" he began, but his throat had seized. "Mollie. I didn't think-"  
"I know," she said, and set one hand upon his oversized mumpen claw. "It's good to see you too, Lonnigan. There will be time. I'm not going anywhere, now."
He sold the rubies to kings and emperors, and further built up his fleet. Men and women flocked to join his armada, dreaming of a brighter day. 
Beneath his feet now lay the perfect boards of the Albatross, the fastest ship on the ocean. The two great stalk masts jutted out from her midriff in an enormous V, strapped with billowing white sails that hung down almost to the water. The wings of the Albatross.
Down the center of the ship lay the ballista. It was crafted from woods and metals that no longer existed, bought from an insightful Mog on the shores of Erithrea, who claimed it had been cut from the famed hulk of Awa Babo in the Mjolnir ruinfields. Lonnigan doubted that, but Mollie confirmed it was Mjolnir. Everything about it seemed to hum with focused power; its sole purpose to wreak destruction. Mollie had looked the ship over and nodded.
"This will do."
He had built the Albatross around those salvaged strips of an ancient god, designing it from the ground up for speed, traction, and power. He had fitted in sluicegates to funnel water through the base of the ship to better anchor the ballista when it fired. He had fine-tuned the bow arms and designed windings from the gut linings of narwhals, delivering unprecedented power. Each bolt for the ballista was fifteen feet long and half a foot thick, and when fired flew as far as twenty fathoms distant, with enough power to sink a frigate in one hit.
Within the wings were reams of white rigging filled with his navvies; twin-bodied Plenytwins working in synchrony, diminutive but agile Dogsbodies, slender and wail-minded Wights working their own sections, thorny green Caracts, double-mouthed and garrulous Appomatoxes. On his ship all were equal if they were equal to the task, as was his promise to all in the armada. All earned their share, and cast their lots. Now they clawed their way up and down the diagonal masts, furling here, gathering there, some working to connect the ballista to the bolt-bombe. 
The bombe was the largest he'd yet used; built from a shell of hand-smoothed petrite containing an intact gyroscope bought for a full opal, rumored to be the last unfinished heart of an Aigle skyship. When fired to full spin it contained enough momentum to rubble a city. 
Behind the Albatross lay his armada; hundreds of ships in every shape and size; barques, fluyts, galleons, subaquats, half-contors, serenades. Amongst them somewhere was the Ten Fathoms Hence, the first ship he'd commissioned after Sen had set him on his new path. 
This path. 
Thousands of navvies made up his crew, all of them gathered from aling bars and scarab joints in the cheapest dockside neighborhoods in all the cities of the Corpse World. In every one Lonnigan had walked in brazen and unafraid, told his tale, and walked out with recruits. Able-bodied men and women who were lost, who had failed, who were hanging on to life with a weakening grasp for want of a reason to hang on any harder. 
He beat the despair from them with his sense of purpose, and they bent before him gladly; relieved to be finally part of something that mattered. He sent them to their berths and gave them their roles and made them live again for his vision.
For years they had trawled the oceans following the white bulk of Heaven's Eye, each time growing closer, until even the smallest fishing ships at the tail of the Albatross armada's V formation could spy it from their crow's nests. It blazed like the borealis; white fire on the horizon. It renewed Lonnigan's faith. It was a good thing he was doing, better than any he'd done before.
"It'll be a new world," Sen had told him, in those last moments on the Meran shore while his estranged wife angrily shelled aulks in her hut. "It'll be a new place for all your crew, where none of you are hunted and can start again. Also, you'll be a legend returned to life."
It prickled at his vanity then, and it did now; to listen to the boy talk of constellations shaped in his name, of stories spread across the breadth of the world about the mysterious Albatross Cray. 
"And no one ever found me," he said. "I disappeared."
Sen had smiled. "Because you come with me. You have always come with me, Lonnigan. You gain a future and leave behind a legend."
 Lonnigan had laughed. 
"Nearly there," came Mollie's voice, pulling him back into the moment. 
She shone in the steaming light rippling off the Eye of Heaven. It was bigger than anything else in the world, bigger then the Emeritus's black pyramid, taller than the Grammaton, perhaps even larger than Ignifer's volcano, and now they'd hunted it down a second time.
"It's beautiful," said Lonnigan. "I never stopped to think that before.
Lights flashed across the dome's glistening soap-bubble surface. Behind them the bombe-bolt was winched onto the ballista bed, and the crew began winding the launching axles.
"It is a door," Mollie said, "with many ways in. Your friend Sen was right. Do you believe he'll be waiting on the other side?"
Lonnigan smiled, his big orange face splitting across the middle. "There'll be a war waiting, Mollie."
She stroked the outer edge of his shell. "And you're sure none of it was a dream? The veil does that to some."
He nodded. He'd thought about that too, many times. The first time he'd hunted the Eye, it had been because of a lie. He'd lost all his crew bar Mollie to that fantasy, and did not wish to do that again.
Yet this time it was real. The second dream of the veil had confirmed it for him, coming only weeks after he first returned from the sea. He'd seen the youth Sen for the second time, except it hadn't been Sen, but a copy of Sen; a different man living in the young man's skin. In the white they had walked together, and spoken, and he had introduced himself as Awa Babo, the very same Awa Babo built into his ship. 
"Ballistae," Awa Babo had told him then. "Not trebuchet. With grapnel hooks on the end of fathom-long cables."
So Lonnigan Clay had received his orders. 
Now he turned to Half-moon Mollie, and looked into her piercing violet eyes. "It was the most real dream I ever had, Mollie. It showed me things I couldn't have guessed. I believe the war is ours to win. Have faith in that."
She nodded. "I have faith in you. Let's open the door."
Winding the ballista took an hour, but in that time neither of them moved from their position at the prow, side by side. In the water before them wave-breaker ships were deployed to serve as a floating wall; simple vessels with large flat wooden boards reaching down into the water a tenth of a fathom deep. They locked into place to form a dam encircling a harbor-like space around the Albatross. Once they were in place navvies skittered out along them carrying thick lengths of rope, which they used to pull heavy metal scaffold beams across this harbor, locking them into the floating barricade and the ship's flanks. 
The Albatross became rock-steady on the ocean. His armada gathered closer in behind. He signaled for the bombe to be wound, and soon he could hear it, spinning to full fury at the head of the ballista bolt. Mollie reached up to turn his head to face her. 
"I love you, you mad Cray," she said. 
"And I love you, sweet Mollie."
Then he turned to face the armada. 
They'd rehearsed so many times. So many times they'd been near, but not near enough. Now was the time. He reveled in the moment. He felt Mollie's cool hand at his back, as the fleet fell silent before him.
The bombe trembled on its ballista table. The furled sails stirred in a light wind. The waves lapped at the timbers. This was what everything had led to; saving a city that was not his own, in a time he wouldn't recognize, for people he would never have known. It was just mad enough. 
He raised one orange-claw straight above his head. Gasps lifted up across the water, then he brought his claw hammering down on the balustrade. It clanged off the metal, and the sound rang out. He opened his mouth and shouted the order they'd all been waiting for. 
"Fire!"
The winch lines were cut and the ballista released. The bombe-bolt shot out with a tremendous shriek of twined cords, rocking the ship backward in the water despite the wave-breaker walls. The bolt sung through the air with a high whine, cutting a sharp flat parabola toward the white wall of Heaven's Eye. 
Every eye in the fleet followed, trained on this speck of polished petrite at the head of its bolt. Lonnigan's stalky eyes lifted. The bombe sailed, and glittered, and struck. 
White light washed over the armada like a tidal wave. The ocean trembled and the air filled with the low droning roar of the gyroscopic blast, growing louder and brighter until Lonnigan could only just make out the shipwalls of the barricade beginning to buckle. Beyond that the white was too intense. 
His whole body trembled in sympathy with the roar of the bombe, and the white light rushed frozen over his skin. He realized he was screaming wordlessly into it. He felt all his old anger wipe away as they soared into the white and the white soared into them, rising to unimaginable speed. 
Then they were caught. He felt the sense of it wash through him, as knowing hands guided him and his armada on a path through the whiteness of the veil.
"Godspeed," a voice said, as it set him down. 
"Who are you?" Lonnigan called out. 
"Awa Babo," the voice answered. "We have met before, Lonnigan Cray, and will meet again soon."
The blazing white light retreated. The barricade wall came back into shape and color before Lonnigan, though now it was battered and many of the spokes in the scaffold were torn. He caught glimpses of the Albatross' wings afire and barked out swift orders to the dazed navvies in the pit to unroll the pumps and put them out. 
In front of them the white retreated further. The buzzing noise that seemed to stop all thought faded, leaving a hollow ache where it had been. The shaking of the ocean subsided and the last fringes of blazing white echoed away.
Lonnigan's jaw dropped open. By his side Mollie gasped. 
They had been at open sea somewhere near the thirtieth parallel west, hundreds of leagues from the nearest land. It had been day.
Before them now was a city burning by night, beyond which a column of fire rose into the sky from a distant volcano. Flames were everywhere, and thick trails of lava rolled down the mountain's dark slopes. He felt the first licks of ash descend on his face, hot and dry. Even from this distance he could hear the chant of revolution ringing out, spiking through the low grind of the eruption. 
"The Saint must rise!"
He recognized it, and tears filled his eyes. This was the city of Ignifer, as promised by Sen. His faith of years had been rewarded. There was the thin needle of the Grammaton tower, there in the distance was the King's Aigle palace, and squatting over everything was the Rot.
Lonnigan looked up at it, filling the heavens like a surging sea, sending great black streaks down to crash in the city's midst. These were the tongues Sen had spoken of. They shot faster than the bombe, with a strange wave-like motion that made him nauseous. Where they struck they bit in and pulsed, as the Rot began to feed. 
Screams rang out across the water, clashes of metal on metal resounded, and that repeated string of words rose and fell on the wind, giving voice to the vision he had pursued for so long. 
Now Lonnigan lent his voice to the chorus. Those nearby joined him, and the chant spread back through his armada until their voices swelled across the ocean. 
"The Saint must rise!"
Tears shed down Lonnigan's hard-shell cheeks. This was glory. This was what he'd sought all along, to be part of something like this. He did not know this version of his city or the people who inhabited it, but he knew they were the same as him. They were people of all castes just as broken and unsure as he was, rising together for something greater than themselves. 
He roared out the order, and it was carried back through the fleet to all two hundred and thirty two vessels of the Albatross armada, each winding their own ballistae and deploying their own wave-breaker tugs.
"Fire!"
 



 
 
LORD QUILL III
 
 
Lord Quill and the Drazi horde burst through whiteness, from the siege plain of the Sump and into the city of Ignifer. A broad cobblestone square lay before them, with a grand pink tower in the center that soared upward into the pure black sky.
Quill knew this place well, though five hundred years had changed it, and so many minds in the Drazi horde had changed him too. He was bigger now, thousands of bodies strong, and it was broader and wider than before. 
Grammaton Square.
With a thousand Drazi eyes he surveyed his city at war. Fires blazed over the cobbles and flags. Hot drafts blew torn newsprint along with flurries of ash, gusting between the feet of his mogrified brown army. The façades of the square's townhouses were battered through in places, smoking and ransacked. Tipped up wagons and smashed furniture lay scattered in burning piles, the fires slowly extinguishing under the weight of falling ash. The air smelt of sulfur and cinders. 
Looking toward the Haversham he saw dead creatures slumped in heaps atop each other, peppered with arrows and puddled with blood. Some were castes his swarm had never tasted before; creatures with large round heads and squashed-in faces, figures more desert cactus than person, as well as the Adjunc; those grotesque mogrifications he'd glimpsed in Sen's mind. These were servants of the Rot, built by mogrifers like the swarm's original creator.
So much had changed since his time. 
With his thousand eyes he looked up past the Grammaton's white clock face to the darkness above, where the stars were obscured by the black bulk and thundering tongues of a thing he knew was his enemy. 
The Rot. 
It was dissolution. It was hunger incarnate, the same destructive drive that had propelled his swarm to engulf the city five hundred years earlier, and it was the opposite of what Lord Quill was offering. As he watched one of its tongues hammered down to the east, somewhere in old Carroway, where it began to feed like an insect sucking up blood through its proboscis. 
Here his swarm would fight. He'd always been a protector of this city. Now he would protect it again. 
"Drag it down," the Mjolnir war machine Awa Babo had told him, as it steered Quill and the Drazi horde through the rushing white of the veil only moments ago. It spoke with the face of the misericordeist Sen, but Quill knew from its touch alone that Sen was gone, taken like Efraius and countless others before him. 
There'd be time to grieve later.
"Where it tries to consume you, you consume it," Awa Babo had shouted over the speeding mists, but the Drazi didn't need to be told how to do that. Despite Lord Quill's control at the reins, they still existed to feed. 
Now he heard the shouting in the distance; the dull roar of a mantra being repeated again and again, carrying over muted explosions, cries, and the snick of flintlock fire. Quill recognized the words of the young man who had sent him here, spoken through the throats of countless castes. 
"The Saint must rise."
A moment later Quill saw him, risen like a star in the sky above the volcano. He was a giant clad in blazing blue armor, wielding spikes of blue fire against the Rot's black mass. Saint Ignifer. He burned like a Man of Quartz, and with all his half-formed Drazi throats Lord Quill echoed the call.
"The Saint must rise!"
Far to the west his cry was answered.
Beyond HellWest harbor at the end of the Haversham tradeway, myriad lights were blinking into existence on the horizon, like sudden stars at sea. Lonnigan Clay had arrived, and now Lord Quill grinned.
So many forces of the damned were gathering here, and he basked in it. This was the war he'd been born to fight; a greater last stand than that had come before. 
At a thought, his Drazi swarm spread outward into the city, picking up the fallen bodies of Pinheads and Joists and Adjunc, bullet-riddled Molemen and Caracts and Gulls. They folded this new matter into the swarm and carried it along in a living river of mogrifying flesh, which remade and enlivened them as Drazi. He felt each fresh one register with the tiniest of pops; bringing new light and life and memory throughout the whole. 
From the dead they learned. From their memories Quill saw the pattern of the Rot's tongues falling across the city, and acted. 
The swarm rolled south out of Grammaton Square, gathering pace as it brute-forced a path between cantilevered timber and plaster shop fronts, smashing the corners off old brick apothecaries with spiny shoulders and many-limbed flanks. Tens of thousands of feet rose and fell at once. With the military precision of an elite troop, with the pride of the Decatate and the last Man of Quartz burning within them, the Drazi swarm poured into Carroway, and there they met the Rot's pulsing tongue. 
It undulated like a vast black worm with its head buried in an apple, as big around as the old King's Pale Chamber. The cobbles were sheared clean at its edge, where its tip sank through into the city's founding meat. Wreckage surrounded it. Its long trunk pulsated upward, like a pump line glugging water. 
Lord Quill encircled it with his ever-loving Drazi arms. Always there was room for more matter in the Drazi heart. This was the purpose of his horde now; to act as the blazing needle that drew in the infection, meeting hunger with hunger. 
With a disciplined mob of brown bodies he reached out and sunk the swarm's teeth into the tongue.
It bit back at once. The blowback was instant and the first rank of Drazi died, while a vision of utter nothingness burned right through Lord Quill's half-Quartz skin and into his heart. 
There was nothing at the end and nothing at the beginning, and throughout there was just an endless hunger. There were no deals to be made, no vision to be offered, no hope to turn it aside. 
He'd expected it, and responded in kind. With a single resounding clap, echoed by every pair of hands in the swarm, he lit their half-Quartz skin on fire. A second rank of flaming Drazi leaped over the fallen bodies of their fellows, swallowing them back in to the pooling vat even as they plunging fists and claws back into the side of the Rot's tongue.
Now the tongue jerked sideways like a whip, crushing a swathe of them and flicked the rest loose. They died but the horde pressed on; already reforming their dead in the shimmering liquid of a new vat, forming in the well sucked out by the tongue.
More Drazi flung themselves at the tongue, clambering up like and ants driving hard into the Rot's black mass. They took what it was and used that as fuel, until the tongue suddenly severed above their reach, allowing the trunk to pull away. Its tip was left behind for the Drazi to swarm, but the bulk of the tongue escaped. 
Quill focused on repurposing what the swarm was learning from the Rot. Already this knowledge was quickening through them; their flames were growing darker, their skin harder, their thinking sharper. It offered new ways for the swarm to take shape, affording new, previously impossible mogrifications.
Up from the vat shot curling tongue-like tendrils of Drazi mass, reaching after the Rot, but they batted off it, unable to grasp hold fast enough.
Lord Quill watched the tongue recede. All across the city now the tongues were receding, as the Rot learned what they were, and what they meant. Its flight had begun. 
Quill fired the half-Quartz skin of his swarm to greater brightness, so they burned like a lighthouse in the ash-choked city warrens. Here, they called out across the Sheckledown waters, here.
The ballista bolt came as a silvery flash, streaking like a Memory of the Heart across the belly of the Rot, plunging through the thick bole of the retreating tongue and drawing out an inchoate scream. 
More bolts struck the tongue, swooping from Lonnigan Clay's ballistae many fathoms out, and now the tongue jittered in pain as it tried to suck back up into the featureless mass above, but now something new was holding it in position. Each bolt flew with a weighted grapnel chain trailing it, and now those chains were lodged in its bulk, with the bolts fallen into Lord Quill's many hands. 
Like a zeppelin docking at the Firehark station, they hauled the tongue back down to earth. It screamed and writhed but could not escape. They had five bolt lines in it, then eight, then twelve, and each one let them pull it in faster, until its chittering black head splashed down into the largest Drazi vat yet, filling up its old feeding hole and turning it into flesh for the Drazi to remake. 
Another tongue was dragged down in Belial, as the Albatross concentrated fire on the blazing Drazi bodies there, then one landed in the Calk, then another in Grammaton Square. 
In moments there were five, then seven. In the Slumswelters Quill locked a tongue inside an ancient weir. In the Boomfire he held one at the intersection of five Sectile brothels. In the Calk he held one in the bowels of a lime-pounding factory. 
Soon there were ten, and the city rippled all over with the burning lights of his Drazi bodies, tracked by the ballistae of Lonnigan Clay's armada. The full might of the horde ate into the Rot even as its emptiness ate into him. It was the flame burning the candle, steadily erasing his mass from existence, but not fast enough. 
There were so many bodies throughout the city, and he gathered them from wherever they lay; scattered up and down the Haversham, pounded flat across Gilungel Bridge, sunken in the Levi and smashed in the bastion forts and barricades. 
He poured them all into securing the Rot. Fifteen tongues held, then seventeen, and with each one more he yanked the bulk of it closer. It tried ceaselessly to jerk away, but he didn't let it. As Saint Ignifer slashed into it above the mountain, so he reeled it in tighter. 
"The Rot must die," came the call from all his burning throats, as the swarm spread wider, and more rattling bolts shot across the city. Somewhere far above he felt the first of Lonnigan Clay's bombes erupt, blasting a gouge into the body of the Rot itself. He wound it tighter and closer. More gouges blew open, unleashing a slick black rain through the drifting ash. 
"The Rot must die!" 
Then the first of the tongues fell away. He watched as the great mass of it calved off from the Rot at the body and began the slow, almost elegant tumble to the ground. His Drazi horde sucked it in, but even dead it would take days to digest. He'd heard that the most desperate prey, when caught in a trapper's snare, would bite off their own limbs to escape. 
So the Rot bit off its own tongues 
Another tongue cut away somewhere above the Seasham district, and slapped down across the city with an earth-shaking tremor. Now there were only sixteen holding it, and that wasn't enough. He searched the battlefield with his many eyes, but no fresh tongues were falling, and not enough were holding. 
Another slit off at the base, then another. Now the whole sky shook the sky as the Rot yanked; a tongue in Afric pulled free of its vat, then slapped down to crush the tiny creatures that had been holding it. Quill felt a hundred of his swarm die in a single blow; too much to replace at the present speed. 
More tongues thrashed loose. More pulled free of their vats until there were only seven trapped, then five. It wasn't going to be enough. What was King Seem waiting for? He looked up to the skies, where stars were already appearing around the edge of the Rot. 
It was escaping. 
Quill closed his eyes and dragged his Drazi back to the Grammaton Square, crumbling the city in the terrible flow of their desperate flesh. There he heaped them atop each other in a standing vat half a fathom high, biting into the last remaining tongue tethering the Rot to the Corpse. 
"The Rot must die," his voices cried, until that tongue too calved off at the top, and the Rot accelerated away.
There was no time for Seem to perfect his work, no time for the Saint or Awa Babo, or the generals; right now there was only Seem. He saw the answer even as the consumed parts of the Rot found deep bedrock within his own self; a morass of emptiness that spread like a cancer, with whip-like tongues lashing out. 
He took that lesson and turned it into a mogrification to end all others. 
An immense Drazi tongue as thick and tall as the Grammaton shot up from the standing vat, forming into a hand with seven immense fingers each as thick as a bi-rail train, each ending with a dozen ballistae bolts. This mighty hand surged up from the liquid bodies of all the remnant Drazi, molding into it as it rose, their limbs kicking and tiny heads popping into the new shape. 
It snagged the Rot by the belly and punched deep into its vaporous black, raking the ballista bolts with their trailing chains deep within. Then it yanked, and the Rot ripped open.
Black ichor fell in a torrent, flattening half of the Dirondack manufactories and knocking down one of the Manticore furnace towers. The Rot's terrible scream wailed out, as the Drazi hand stabber deeper within its savaged underbelly, setting bolts everywhere. 
Tongues scythed out and cut through the giant arm in seconds, starting its inevitable fall, but even as it fell it mogrified. Thick bands of flesh shot across the gaps cut by the Rot and knitted the whole back together, even as the great fist snatched at the tongues and ripped them away, opening more deep black wounds into the Rot's very throat. More ichor churned out and leveled whole fleets in the HellWest Docks. 
Fresh tongues erupted in a maddened flurry, destroying the arm, but each one of them was caught and dragged down into the Drazi slurry vat. 
Lord Quill pulled. The Rot shed all its tongues at once and pulled harder, allowing Quill's bolts to yank out along with its soupy black guts. Its primal fear was everywhere now, streaming in the heavy black rain just like any other caged animal, fighting for its life. 
There was nothing more Quill could do. His Drazi fell back, much depleted, as the Rot drew away. All that remained was for King Seem to pull taut on his yoke. 
 



 
 
KING SEEM/SHARACHUS III
 
 
King Seem/Sharachus beat his horned wings at the head of the airborne army of Aradabar, in the skies over Ignifer's city. At his back Caracts and Wights stocked their mangonels atop harnessed Wyvern and Mandray mounts, Dark Giants and Men of Quartz waved their war hammers atop Fetchling-carried Mesoplodonts, Spiders readied their many arms atop floating Scranth and Antiochs braced their greatbows on war-zeppelins tugged by flame-winged Butterflies.
It was a dream he'd never imagined possible. He brushed tears from his eyes while looking down on the city he and Avia had shaped from a dream, built around the ruins of his ancient capital; the city of a hero that never existed.
Only hours had passed since he'd last been here, winging through the eruption to catch his son as he fell. Now it was happening again, but so much had changed. In moments Lonnigan Clay's ships would appear on the Sheckledown Sea and begin firing their ballistae grapnel bolts in to the Rot's tongues. Lord Quill and his Drazi horde would catch them and begin winding the monster in.
"It will not be enough," Awa Babo had said, in the white of the veil.
Seem/Sharachus had looked at the Emeritus' new mind, living now in the body of his son. "Machine mind," he answered. "I buried you."
"Not deep enough, great King."
"Too deep," answered Seem/Sharachus, feeling those ancient actions as a new, penetrating regret. "Had I known you were truly alive, I never would have done it."
"Yet you did. We are here now."
"And you've taken my son." 
Awa Babo gazed at him with Sen's cold, calculating eyes. "Your son set me free of my imprisonment. We stand in equal regard."
Seem/Sharachus met his gaze, and felt only shame. So the sins of the father were visited upon the son. Sen had paid with his life, for Seem stealing four thousand years from this sentient machine. 
There was no argument to be had. There was only sorrow. 
"Tell me what I must do, great war machine of the Federacy."  
"Yoke the Rot," Awa Babo answered, "as no other can."
Yoke the Rot. 
He looked down at the city now, watching the flow of Sen's revolution spreading through streets that followed the outline of old Aradabar tradeways. There was such beauty here, in these myriad castes bringing fresh vitality to the past. Like coral on a sunken wreck, they filled in the nooks and crannies his civilization had left behind. Just like Awa Babo, these were his deeds mummified and now returning to life. 
He'd done his share of good and evil, both. 
"The Saint will rise!"
The cries from below stirred his heart. This was one of the best things he'd done, though it was also the worst lie of all; the tale of Saint Ignifer. His work with Avia still burned brightly in his mind, despite three millennia of wear. At last he understood parts of that work which he'd never understood before. 
How else would he yoke the Rot? 
The first of the Albatross' ships winked into existence on the dark ocean, and Seem/Sharachus surged into flight.
His army followed. Wings beat, harpoons strained backward and mangonels were loaded as the great war host of Aradabar lost flew for a final time, streaming across the sky like a silver comet.
"The Saint must rise," he shouted, and his army took up the cry, joining into harmony with the Balast and Induran charge below, with Lord Quill's Drazi in Grammaton Square and the ships of the Albatross' armada on the Sheckledown Sea.
The Rot saw their airborne charge and met them with tongues; smashing a Cyclops' Pegasi out of the sky, splitting a brigade of horned Butterfly in two. King Seem/Sharachus plunged onward, slashing a path through the Rot's black matter, and his army raced in a cloud around him, protecting their King with their bodies until they reached the edge of the city, where Seem/Sharachus blacked his revelatory light and hurled his weapons away to the Gutrock below.
Behind him every member of the Empire followed suit, blinking out their lanterns and veiling their gleaming skin, ceasing their calls for the Saint and hurling their siege weapons down to smash on the volcanic rock below. 
They flew fast in the darkness, and the Rot's assaults dwindled as the Drazi assault began in the city. The host soared in silence above the featureless wastes, until they came to Craley Shark's tabernacle, standing above the site of Aradabar's Great Library. 
With one mighty sweep of a Ptarmigan's tail fin the small wooden structure was batted away, and Seem/Sharachus dived into the dark book well his son had carved out. At the base of that long chute he shot through the airtight red metal doors Avia had insisted he install on every entrance to the library, wheeled through the lobby past the swaying pendulum his genius grandson had built, and raced along a radial arc through many library stacks toward the halls of storage. 
He'd never understood the purpose of these halls. Each one had taken years to fill, drawing on resources that helped usher his Empire into disunion. One was filled with lengths of rare and expensive metals, cast and folded into shapes that made no sense. One was arrayed floor to ceiling with the stuffed bodies of all the animals he'd ever yoked, from the tiniest Hoplite ants to the largest landsharks, padded with wax by an army of expert taxidermists. Last was the hall of Spider silk, and that one he finally understood. 
Hundreds of bales of spun silk filled the space; the finest, strongest material in the Corpse World. It had taken Seem generations to breed spiders capable of producing it, and it had come to undergird many of his greatest innovations; the glass towers of learning were built from it, landsharks were bridled with it, war Ptarmigans were carried by it, and the single-rail train that encircled Aradabar had been pulled by it. 
That breeding had raised the tiny spiders of the Absalom Dusts into a sentient caste of giant Spiders who joined his Empire as equal members, communicating via vibrations twanged in their spinning manufactory webs. Upon their first repeated communication, Seem had thrown off their yokes and welcomed them in as equal citizens. 
Now he gathered four bales with his eight Spider legs, each as large as an Ogric cart but no heavier than a pumpkin, and flew back along his path. His army streamed past him, flooding into the storage hall and each collecting as many bales as they could carry. He rocketed up the book well with the trail of them looping behind, burst into the air and flew to the west. 
No tongues fell here, as he hurtled past the edge of Aradabar's buried ruin and out over the Absalom Dusts. The edge of the Rot's lip hung far ahead, hovering over the distant Hasp mountains, and Seem knew he would never reach it in time. The Dusts were vast and the Rot simply too large. 
Then that lip leaped, sucking inward by a thousand fathoms in a second, like an aulk shrinking as it sensed a predator in the water. The effect of the sudden shift was dizzying; stars suddenly appeared in the sky where the outer rim of the Rot had just been, and irregular winds buffeted Seem side to side. 
It was too soon. He'd expected Quill and the Albatross would hold it for longer, but it was already trying to flee. Now it fell to him and his aerial host to complete the work they'd begun so long ago. 
Without further thought he cast a half-bale of silk down, where a squadron of Mandray-carried landsharks were already dropping away to catch it, then he flapped his massive wings upward, paying out silk as he went. 
In moments he breached the convulsing lip of the Rot's jaw. Bats and Mandrays who flew too close in his wake were burst open on its vast, featureless ridges as it pulsed madly, caught in the throes of escape. Their bales of silk fell, but were caught by others flooding in behind. 
Seem/Sharachus soared upward, over the lip until he was racing backward along the swelling head of the Rot, climbing its flank like the bulging skull of a mountainous Scranth, and his army soared after him. At his signal they began forking off to the sides behind him, paying out silk like they were laying down the branches of a tree. In jerking fits the Rot compressed itself tighter with every passing moment, thickening toward escape like a manta ray burrowing into the sand of the ocean floor, turning Seem/Sharachus' upward flight into a sharper and sharper ascent. 
He caught a glint of starlight reflecting off a Wyvern-rider to his right, drawing closer, and felt a fresh exhilaration steal into his heart. In truth he had never been abandoned, and this fate had always been waiting. For the part of him that was Sharachus, every moment of it was an unbridled joy; a Spider who had never spun a web in his life, after his spinnerets had been ripped cruelly away, his legs and mandibles wrenched out, now spinning the greatest structure with Spider silk ever attempted. 
The peak of the Rot's bulging black head became visible ahead, as it contracted again; a thick lump where the stars halted. Seem/Sharachus winged himself higher still, seeing more than just one point of light to the side now; there were glints everywhere as the army rose up from every point around the Rot's circumference, bearing their own bales of Spider silk.
At the Great Library they had split the dial and flown in all directions. At the Rot's edge they had all dropped silk for landshark squadrons to burrow into the ground, tethering it to great anchors of earth many fathoms down. Now they all flew upward toward the same peak, spinning the radial arms of a web big enough to entrap a continent, so large no single Spider could ever spin it alone. 
"The Saint must rise!" he cried, and flew harder even as the air grew thin. So much of the web had already been spun by his army, but none of it would matter if he could not reach the center and fuse the radial arms in a single keystone knot. The Rot would just compress itself through whatever gap they left. 
Now its vast body bucked like an earthquake below, with half-formed tongues shooting up to smash his warriors, as it glimpsed what they were doing. The dead dropped their threads but others caught them and flew on. From the city Seem/Sharachus felt the most distant sense of Lord Quill raking one vast gouge from the beast's underbelly. 
He plunged upward and his mind drifted in the dizzy climes, until in the spiraling stars he saw the face of Dreychak, just as he'd been in the sewers beneath the city. An Unforgiven Wight, hunted by the King. He'd been Sharachus' first and only friend, and the Adjunc had taken him and Spiked him on the HellWest frigate, for all to see the secret shame of his caste. 
Seem/Sharachus blinked away the vision and beat his wings harder. All he saw was silver now, like clouds floating around him. In his claws were bundles of silk, but he didn't remember what for. There were glimmering reflections all around him from silk strands, floating as they fell. The land below was dark. Bodies were dropping nearby, the strongest of his army defeated by the thinness of the air, and he smiled. 
He could catch them all. He'd been so well-trained that he never dropped a single bauble, when he was juggling for the King. He could blow bubbles at the same time, and scamper and dance for their amusement, and then there would be no beatings afterward, and some food, and a chance to sleep. Would Avia be there waiting for him, he wondered, in the stables surrounded by rotten hay? Would his own son?
He tumbled and fell. This was all right. Sen had always been kind. Sen had never meant to beat him with a rock in the dark of the Ambertham line. Sen had never meant to let him go mad in the bright sun above the Gutrock wastes. He would come for him now. 
From below deep thuds rang, as the bodies of his most trusted officers thudded into the undulating black land below, lost forever. Seem/Sharachus waited for his turn. Surely he had worked hard enough, for long enough? The glimmering end threads of silk didn't mean anything to him now. 
Then he caught a tiny fragment of sound, perhaps carried as a vibration on the Spider silk still gripped in his clutches. It came not through the air but in that oldest communication, the very first words of the Spider folk to him, that had seen them raised from spiders to Spiders, to a caste with their own homes and rights and payment for their labor. 
"We are," their voices had said then. "We exist."
"Our King," the vibration said now, and he felt it in his bones. It was coming from his people, from old lost Aradabar, dead for so long. "Save us, our King."
It was all that he needed. 
They were with him still; even after everything. He felt them watching him now, watching him fall and waiting for him to rise. The Rot below thickened and he felt it readying to spring away. Any second it would leap through the gap in his web and go back in time, to his Aradabar where his world would end again, and Avia would be lost again, and his endless exile would begin again, and wasn't that enough already? Hadn't they scampered through this dance enough times by now?
It's enough, came the voice of Sharachus in his mind, with a strength he had never had alone, that came now from their union. 
Breathing didn't matter. Dizziness didn't count. He beat his Bat wings and spread his eight Spider limbs, and in seconds he caught three threads and fused them. Three more wing beats passed and he glided on a thermal to catch four more, then seven, then ten, always knotting them in to the sticky heart. After that he couldn't see anymore, as his eyes failed him in the darkness, and his wings fell still, but he could still glide on his many legs, and he could still feel the vibrations coming in through the silk in his grip. 
Here, the army told him, steering from far below. Here, King. So they led him like a landshark on a leash, tilling the air with thread and fusing, always fusing until the knotted ball was as thick as his chest, as big as a silken bale. Here, great King. 
He caught all their colored balls. He blew rose water and bubbles for his people, always for his people, and they thanked him as he fell, so that as the Rot thrust up for its final retreat, it found its path blocked as never before.
 



 
 
AWA BABO III
 
 
Last of all, after ferrying Lonnigan Clay, Lord Quill and King Seem/Sharachus through the veil, Awa Babo and Craley Shark passed through it together, arriving before any of the others. They emerged from a fading revenant onto a silent cobblestone street, scattered with newsprint and floating ashes borne on the wind. To either side stood proud townhouses, many marred by fresh buckshot scars. Their windows were shrouded with thick lacy curtains or boarded over from the inside. The rich smell of wood smoke and pitch carried on the wind.
"Down there," Awa Babo said, pointing down a peaceful tree-lined avenue. At the end there was a long pink wall split by a wrought iron gate, beyond which hung dark trees and the dim outline of a cathedral. "Your father grew up there."
Craley studied it silently for a long moment. She still remembered her earliest father, the Appomatox who kept her in a cage living off offal and scarab shells. This Abbey was the home of her second father, who'd locked her in a different kind of cage and abused her in a different kind of way. 
Now both of them were dead and gone, but looking at the Abbey wall she understood that both had been prisoners too, bound by their fate. 
"There goes Seem," Awa Babo said, pointing up to the sky. Across the dark mass of the Rot the bright silver lance of King Seem's Yoked army flew by. Their battle calls fell across the city and joined with the Balast charge driving up along the Haversham, with the flood of Drazi spreading out from Grammaton Square. 
Craley nodded. If anything, she was excited. This was her first time in the real world, and what a night to arrive. 
"Gone to get his webbing," she said. "I always wondered what all that silk was for." 
Awa Babo just nodded. 
"And where's your army?"
"I still have to fetch it," said Awa Babo, and his lips wrinkled in a wry smile that was all Sen. "I think I have the strength to walk the veil one more time."
"Using my father."
"Using the last fragments he left behind. I'm sorry, Craley."
Craley snorted. "Don't be sorry." She held out her hand, and Awa Babo shook it.
"To raising the Saint," Craley said. 
"To raising the Saint."
Craley started off for the Haversham at a sprint.
* * * 
Awa Babo watched her go, remembering another youth running down this same street a long time ago, a Spindle. It was an echo only, laid underneath the memories his machine mind had crammed into Sen's body, and soon it would be gone too. 
He closed his eyes and felt for the flows in the veil. He hadn't expected the strength of the three old heroes he'd brought; they were nothing like the quiet flows in his cave of old. Here they rippled upon their armies with wild waves of faith, laden down with a confusing array of intense emotions. They sparked innumerable tides that cut across the regimented framework Sen had built with his five generals and their newspaper, leading to overlaps and chaotic clashes that diminished the whole. So many threads were coming into alignment, and he had to manage them all; an army of the defeated come to fight for all time.
That was the second task on his list. First came the job of stealing his own army. He opened the veil and stepped through. 
Four thousand years flashed by in a blur of white, and he emerged atop a great rumbling Ator, driving down a horizon-straight roadway across the flat purple fields of the Mjolnir Federacy. To either side Gnomic peoples lined his way, these ancient predecessors of the Moleman caste, some waving towels to usher on the Emeritus' success. 
At once he sensed thoughts on the veil, as the Aigle and Ator minds communicated with each other ceaselessly. It was the end of the war with the Yoked Empire, and the Mjolnir armies were losing. On the horizon came the cloud of Absalom dust that followed Seem's Yoked army wherever it went. Seem had buried hundreds of Mjolnir sky and landships in dust already, and now he had brought the dust with him over the Hasp mountains to bury everything that remained. 
The irony of that thought amused Awa Babo now. It wasn't Seem who stole away his arms and his legs, but himself. He wondered if Avia had laughed when she'd planned it this way. 
Seem's clouds advanced. From the Ator's top deck, many beaten metal levels above the ground, Awa Babo looked back over the metal ranks of his defensive contingent. There were two other Ators and an Aigle in this battalion, each humming with forged-crystal engines. There was enough power here to destroy a city. They certainly would have slowed King Seem down, though they could not have stopped the flood from coming on. Their sacrifice here would have been pointless. 
There was a much better place for them to die. 
Awa Babo reached out and took command of his ships, all these war machines he'd been built to control, that had been built to listen for his word. They came to him at once, phantom children with simple minds clamoring for their father. 
"I'm here," he told them wordlessly through the veil. "I'm here for you." 
A new sense of purpose filled him, as his mind spread into their immense structures like fingers in a glove. This was what he'd been born to, what he'd always hungered for, and only the first stop of many. The road to the Emeritus' pyramid was long, and by the end of it his army would be vast. 
He waited until Seem's dust cloud was upon them, cloaking every machine in dust. Nobody would see, nobody would ever know what became of the Mjolnir armies, not for thousands of years to come. 
He opened the veil door and drove the first rank of his children through. 
After many such steps more, he resolved them all into existence throughout the city of Ignifer at once. Dozens of great Aigles and Ators popped into existence on the land and in the sky across Grammaton Square, Belial, HellWest and the Roy, up and down the Haversham, in Afric and the Fallowlands, each a vital piece in his checkerboard strategy. Finally he brought his Ator to rest on Gilungel Bridge, amidst the wreckage of cannon and dead Molemen after the Balast charge. Already the Rot was lashing out at Quill's Drazi, the first tongue rippling as Lonnigan Cray's bolts pierced it. 
The veil closed behind him for a final time, stripping the last of Sen's early memories, and he knew he would walk it no more. 
The stones of Gilungel Bridge groaned under the immense weight of the Federacy's most massive Ator. Awa Babo stood on the lower deck and drove it onward, grinding over dropped flintlocks and tiny cannon, crumpling them under rolling treads made of wheels each twice as tall as a grown Spindle. Outside a driving ichor rain beat against the Ator's hull, and the deep clash of thunderous battle rang overhead.
With part of his mind he spoke across the veil, controlling his machines as they took up battle with the Rot across the city, while with the rest he bent to other works. He sent Gnomic medicians rushing ahead to gather up a single small figure on the river's fringe at the end of the bridge. They lifted him tenderly onto a stretcher and bore him back to the great Ator's belly. It revolved open like the Aigle palace and the Gnomics rushed him in, laying the figure down on a medical plinth to work on his grievously wounded body while Awa Babo stood nearby and watched on. 
"Mare," the dying figure said, looking up into Awa Babo's gray eyes. "Sen, I saw Mare! She was wondrous."
"You will see her again," Awa Babo said to Daveron. He took the little Moleman's hand and held it tightly, not knowing why, while his attendants worked to seal over the wounds five flintlock shots had torn through his chest. His blood was everywhere, blending with the red leather of his usury butcher's suit. He was a dying figure, yet at the same time on the veil he was a fizzling nexus of incredible power. Through him, Awa Babo could feel the enormous power of faith in the city in new and startling ways. 
Daveron was a general, and a key pillar in Avia's vision. 
"Stay alive," he whispered to the little Moleman, as Gnomics rushed back and forth with alchemical swatches and charged crystal unguents, stitching with woven copper and sopping up blood with absorptive clay bricks. "The Saint needs you."
"Where's Mare?" Daveron croaked, his eyes dancing. "The stars, Sen. I was looking up at Awa Babo. He was watching over me, over all of us."
Awa Babo felt himself flush with some emotion he'd never felt before. Of course, the little Moleman was speaking of his constellation, but what did it matter? "I'm here," he said. "And Mare will be safe. She's killing the King."
Daveron smiled, and his eyes fluttered close. "Good girl." 
* * *
Awa Babo's forces encircled the Aigle palace with ease, each of his ships almost rivaling the Aigle in scope, absent the leering teeth of turrets many successions of Kings had built atop its solid chassis. The numbers of Molemen and Adjunc here was thickening, no longer broken by the low-caste charge. 
From his lead Ator Awa Babo looked down on the Balast Gellick and the Blue girl, Feyon, at the thick of the fighting in the body-strewn gardens around the palace's base. 
Now he remembered Feyon. She'd been there when he was born from his shell, looking into him with such judgment and empathy. She had loved Sen and Sen had loved her, and there was still a remnant of that love left behind in him. He watched her rally her army, a rag-tag mass of castes low and high, and lead them on a charge into a clump of Adjunc. The Balast Gellick was fighting with what seemed to be a metal revelatory lamppost, swinging it wildly at Molemen and Halberdiers. 
Now the might of the Mjolnir Federacy came to their aid. 
Four of his Aigles patrolled the sky around the palace, vast hulks that shimmered the air with their crystalline energies and fended off falling tongues. His Ators guarded the ground, bombe-turrets and mangonels firing into the black, while rank after rank of his war-rider Gnomics flooded from their ships in one- and two-wheeled craft, charging the field and tearing gouges into the King's forces. 
In the midst of that, Awa Babo felt Mare kill the King. It was a violent splash in the surface of the veil, disrupting everything. Overhead the topmost turret exploded and blasted a rain of leathery skin-slates out in a cloud, even as the volcano erupted in the distance, splitting the sky in two. 
The Rot saw what was happening and redoubled its attack, sending a battery of muscular black tongues plummeting down to the palace.
Awa Babo steered his ships to take their full brunt. Tongues crashed into Ators and dropped Aigles from the sky, falling in flames and crunching swathes of the Roy to rubble. In turn they fired crystal resonances into the Rot, dissolving gouts from its tongues, hurling spring-wound basalt bombes into its throat from giant mangonels. His Gnomics worked in perfectly honed synchrony, ordered and drilled beneath his control, in tight metal confines reeking of saltpeter and acid. 
He turned and saw the Drazi vats across the city, deep into their fight to contain the Rot. They had trapped over a dozen tongues and were pulling them down, as a constant rain of bolts fell from the Albatross' armada. Awa Babo wished them all well silently and turned back to the Aigle palace, where now the tallest tower was beginning to creak, struck by a sideways blow of a falling tongue. He sent one of his Ators rushing up to buttress it. An Aigle hovered in to catch the tower's middle on its hull and guide it back into position. So he would save Mare, who the little Moleman loved, and so he would save Gellick, and Alam, and them all. 
"The Saint must rise!"
Everywhere the cry rang out, and everywhere the wild blue power was surging, but out of control. On the veil it was disruptive and chaotic; too many peoples from too many eras were struggling to fight for the same thing, so their differences thrust them out of harmony. Soon, he thought, as the massive blue figure of Saint Ignifer blazed into sputtering light in the distance, struggling to refine all that confused power into focused might. 
That fight was for Sen. This was Awa Babo's role and only moments remained. The rest fell to Craley. 
The Rot hammered further at the Ator that held Daveron, but he drove it back with a heavy spray of buckshot fired from multi-cannon mouths. It beat at his Gnomic war-riders around Gellick, but he turned his Gnomics up to burn it away with projectile revelatory fire. It swept in toward the leaning tower, attempting to crush Mare a second time, but another Aigle swept a diamante cutting beam through the sky and eviscerated it, breaking its fall on its hull. 
Through the eyes of his Gnomics already working on Mare at the tower top he watched the renewed surge of power skip and crackle, arcing jerkily to the mountain. There the fiery giant of the Saint flickered in and out of existence, trying to scythe through the Rot with silver spikes as long as an Aigle deck, and failing. 
Back across the city, the Rot buckled upward as a vast Drazi fist shot up from Grammaton Square and tore its stomach open. It convulsed and tried to yank away, tearing at the grapnels hooked into its middle. Awa Babo watched with disgust and bated breath as one by one they plucked free. 
The Rot bunched, squeezed, and tried to leap away, but failed. 
Awa Babo felt the knots of Seem/Sharachus far above hold, as numberless spider threads in that massive web held. If it weren't for that yoke it would have already escaped, but now it couldn't escape, so instead it turned its frenzied attention on the Saint. 
It lashed the Saint with its tongues, and fastened on to his arm. It opened its bloody black throat to bite down, and buffeted by irregular flows on the veil, the Saint didn't stand a chance.
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Craley sprinted in the wake of the Balast charge, leaping over shredded bastion fort walls, bloodstains, and patches of sprinkled gunpowder. Tearing along Gilungel Bridge before Awa Babo's Ators arrived, she saw there were no bodies left; all of them had been absorbed into the Drazi horde. By the end she saw Daveron lying huddled to the side and ran on, even as the first lines of a black rain sliced down and soaked her through, and the thunder of raging tongues boomed nearby. 
Somewhere ahead was Mare, streaking like lightning up to the Aigle. In any moment the palace would revolve just long enough to admit her through, and Craley had to be right on her heels. 
Across the bridge she found an Adjunc waiting for her, molded by Lord Quill's Drazi into a creature with a deep broad back. She'd never seen one before, hadn't even been in the city since she was an infant, but she was loving every second. Rich experiences were everywhere, the wildest ride of her life, filling out the gaps left by a lifetime of imagining the world from dry old books. 
"For the Saint!" she cried, and leaped upon the Adjunc. It took off at an instant gallop, its many legs beating on the road and hammering her thighs with its piston-like shoulders. Clinging to the lumpen jut of its upright torso, up close to the all-seeing chemical eyes in its head, she felt the sense of Lord Quill pulsing through it. 
Hurry, Quill's voice said. Hurry, Craley.
The beast tore by shattered buildings and burning shells. Clumps of Indurans and Balasts fighting Molemen flew by on either side. She overtook the back half of Feyon and Mare's mixed-caste army and blasted through to the Balast tide at the lead, closing now on Mare herself at the front. She could see Mare standing in her saddle and screaming out the Saint's name into the rain.
Craley galloped past her too, storming across the Aigle palace's courtyard and bowling through the last few Adjunc on the entrance ramp just as the great Aigle began its revolve, and dived. 
There was no time, only brilliant streaking moments as she leapt from the flying Adjunc's back, through, and in. 
She hit the inner wall hard on her shoulder and fell, leaving her Adjunc half-way crushed behind her. The metal-walled hall went dark and filled with the wounded beast's screaming as its lower body was smeared away through the mechanism.
Craley sprang to her feet with spikes drawn, then ran into the Aigle's corridors, down paths she'd marked out for years in schematic plans of Mjolnir making, headed for the gear chamber at the Aigle's center, where even now the Spindle Alam would be standing with a ratchet in his hand as the palace spun, waiting for the Molemen to descend.
* * *
The simplest path, his father had always said.
Alam clung to a slow-turning screwpole while the Aigle jolted violently, wheeling swiftly as it once had to fire ballistae at enemies in the Yoked Empire's dust. He could only hope it was enough, and Mare would reach the entrance in time before the Molemen could revert it. There would be moments only. 
The grinding ceased briefly when the dial locked on the King's tower, and Alam threw the lever back to halt the revolve. His heart thumped in his chest and he pulled out his ratchet, praying it would be enough. This was for his father, and for Sen, and for them all. This was to make them proud. 
A pair of red-suited Molemen ran through the entrance, sharp halberds pointed his way. He let out a cry and rushed to meet them, ratchet held high. With one long arm he rolled the halberd of the first and struck him in the temple with the ratchet, even as the second thrust at his belly. Alam braced for the impact that would core him through the middle, but the blow never came. 
A misericorde spike from nowhere deflected it to the side. Alam's momentum carried him into a fall onto the Moleman he'd just struck, but he barely noticed as his shoulder crunched into the floor, because there was something unbelievable happening beside him. 
An Appomatox decked out in silver armor stood over the sighing body of the second Moleman, wielding twin spikes with an ease and grace that Alam had only ever seen once before, in Sen himself. 
This figure looked down at Alam and winked. It was a female, and a bizarrely pretty one at that.
"Get up and help if you like," she said.
A second later the gear chamber was overrun. Alam barely had time to stand before a wailing crush of Adjunc burst through the hall's tight aperture doorway and flung themselves toward him.
The Appomatox moved like liquid silver, like gears in fluid, unfathomable motion, spinning under a blow, curling up through the four clashing limbs of the first Adjunc's chest undercarriage and stabbing her spikes in and out of it three, four times between the ribs, as fast and smooth as if they were pins in a piece of soft cheese. 
Alam stared open-mouthed as the beast dropped flat to the floor, all motion stilled, even as two more rounded in from the sides. Adjunc were next to impossible to kill, and she'd done it in seconds, without taking a single scratch. While he was still reeling, the Appomatox threw one spike which impaled one of the other Adjunc through the head, sending it snuffling and kicking onto its side, while she somersaulted over a sweeping blow from the other, somehow grappled a wrist-lock on one of its limbs, snapped the bone, and used the creature's own momentum to send it hurtling into a churning wall of gear-teeth, which chewed into its skin at once and drew it in. 
The Appomatox sprang after it and spiked it three times to stillness, then withdrew her spike, turned, and grinned at Alam. 
"I'm Craley Shark. Sen sent me. We have to run now, OK?"
Alam nodded dumbly. Had this been part of the plan? He didn't remember any mention of a Craley Shark or an Appomatox. Two more Molemen came rushing in, both with halberds, but the balletic Craley somehow slipped in between them with a rolling grace unlike any caste he'd ever seen, slamming her spikes through the Molemen's brains with backward blows that looked almost like an afterthought as she passed them by.
They dropped. Craley stood in the entrance. 
"Alam, come on."
Alam looked aghast at the carnage the gear chamber had become in less than a minute; dead pink Adjunc bodies and red-tubed Molemen and still-snuffling Mogs. He would have died here. He still might. 
He started to run. 
Craley was already far ahead down the metal-walled corridor when he emerged from the gear chamber, with two more Adjunc lying fallen in the space between them. 
"How did you-?" Alam began, but Craley was busy spiking a Moleman in the chest.
'This way," she called and started off again. Alam sprinted after her. 
They hurtled at full speed down the twisting warren of corridors, and Alam was barely able to keep the silver blur of the Appomatox in sight. She led them weaving swiftly out of the areas Alam knew and inward, deeper into the maze of the Aigle until he emerged panting into a familiar open space. It was the inner ostlery courtyard where the Pinhead had taken him to be lashed. The Appomatox was standing in the middle looking up at the sky. 
Alam looked up too, and saw the black clouds of the Rot split open in a darting tongue that came shooting directly toward them, though at the last moment it was hit from the side by a bright flash of light, followed by an explosion that ripped the tongue into wet shreds. 
Alam stared. "What in the Heart's happening?" he shouted, over the grinding roar of the Aigle palace as its revolve kicked back in. 
"The Rot's really going crazy now that Seem's got it trapped," Craley said, as if that explained anything, "but Awa Babo's protecting us for the minute. We have to get to the top."
Alam stared at him bewildered. "The Rot's what? And Awa Babo? Isn't that the Moleman god?"
"He's just coming now," said Craley flatly, pointing up.
A blast of hot air blew in from above, and Alam flinched. For a moment he thought that the whole palace was collapsing inward, as a dark flat ceiling muscled another descending tongue to the side, then closed across the courtyard like a giant lid. It blocked out the black sky and came to rest on the courtyard's high walls with a solid, resounding crunch. 
"Berthing points, they were designed to stack like this," Craley said, pointing to the corners. The look of glee on her face was lit by a curious white effulgence glowing from this new ceiling. Alam could only stare, as pieces of distinct knowledge fell against each in his mind, and he began to comprehend what he was seeing. 
This was another Aigle skyship? It was impossible, as no Aigles had flown for millennia, but here one had just landed on top of the King's palace like a bird in its nest. Even now a long thin rope was unspooling from a gap that had opened in its base, with a platform at the bottom like a flattened bucket. 
He looked back at the Appomatox, trying to get his jumbled thoughts into some order. "Is that an Aigle?"
"Authentic Mjolnir Federacy," Craley Shark answered brightly. "It's quite a long story. For now we just need to get in and up. The others should be waiting."
"What others?"
The ladder reached Craley and she took hold of it. "Your friends, the other generals. Now come on, unless you want to stay here."
Across the ostlery cloister a fresh rush of Molemen and Adjunc poured out of the palace's warrens and made for them. Alam ran for the platform, leapt as it began to rise, and caught the base with his hands. 
"Everything's so colorful, isn't it," Craley called with a grin, seated comfortably as they winched upward and Alam pulled himself up into the bucket, rising just clear of the halberds the Molemen flung up at them. 
"What?" Alam shouted back, trying to stabilize himself by bracing his long limbs against the bucket's low walls. 
"The sky, the palace, all of it. There's so much noise, it just makes me feel alive! I've imagined it all for so long. Books don't do it justice."
Alam could only think to say, 'What?' again, so instead said nothing. He finally got into a seated position and peered over the bucket's rim, to where Adjunc were scrabbling amongst themselves below, trying to climb each other's backs in some odd mirror of the stacking Aigles, though already they were far out of reach. 
He looked up at the hole in the base of the second Aigle. Craley Shark was grinning wildly, and winked when she saw him looking. He shuddered, and up they went. The line sped up for the last stretch, then they passed through the black metal plating of the Aigle's base and the opening scissored closed behind them. Craley vaulted over the bucket's edge and dropped onto this new floor with a clang. Alam tentatively rolled out and set his feet down, though he didn't relinquish his white-knuckle grip on the rim. 
He was inside another Aigle. 
Around him was a wide and tall black galley, lit by a curious white glow and framed with black metal just like the palace, though here it wasn't corroded and panel-beaten many times back into a warped shape. This machine was fresh and smelled like gearing oil.
The galley was mostly empty but for a cluster of creatures whose caste he didn't recognize. They looked a lot like Molemen without any fur, pink and wrinkly and seemingly half-formed, with melted-looking fleshy faces. A cluster of them pattered up and started rubbing his skin, and he backed away. 
"It's all right, they're just Gnomics checking for wounds," Craley said, then turned to the Molemen-things. "He's fine, Awa, trust me."
"Who's Awa?" 
Craley grinned a wide white-toothed grin. "Some say he's a god, but really he's a machine. As I said, I'm Craley Shark, sort of Sen's daughter. It's so good to meet you, Alam." She extended her hand, and numbly Alam shook it. "Sen told me all about you, of course. I'll tell you everything you need to know, but for now we need to move. We have to get to the top. Come with me?"
"Daughter?"
Craley waved a hand noncommittally in the air. "Sort of, but you'll understand all that soon enough. This way." Craley ran through a gaggle of the half-Molemen to a hollow chute in the side of the galley, stretching up behind the wall like a large chimney. Alam followed. They stepped across a small gap and onto a solid metal platform. Above them the chute reached into darkness, like the inside of the Abbey cathedral. 
Craley tapped him on the shoulder. "Hands and feet inside the carriage at all times, like a bi-rail train." 
Alam pulled his hand off the wall, where he'd been unconsciously listening through the metal to detect the cogwork driving this great machine. He couldn't feel anything though. Even less of this made sense the further they went. Just an hour ago he'd been beating Collaber and rousting off the others; now he was in some kind of dream with Sen's sort-of-daughter and a whole other Aigle. He wondered if this was actually a vision, brought on as he lay dying on the gear chamber floor.
But why was it so strange?
"What's happe-" he started to say again, but then the platform suddenly began to rise. The walls dropped and up the platform rose. Alam crouched instinctively, touching the metal floor for balance, which seemed to amuse Craley greatly. She watched him and nodded happily, as though approving of this display. 
The platform sped faster and the walls rushed by. This was some kind of cannon and they were going to be fired out of it. His ears popped and he clutched at them. 
"Wait for it," Craley said, then the walls dropped away and they were shooting up a kind of gantry crane, with a view out on the city that was unbelievable. 
Burning districts spread out like a twinkling jewelry box, under assault by the Rot's inkblot black tongues, scooping deep into the land, even as strange brown tongues shot back up into it. The Levi river was a strip of dark silver spotted with hundreds of revelatory lights, carried by hundreds of ships with their sails hanging to either side like wings, but what ships? Silver missiles gleamed up from the ships and pin-cushioned the Rot's tongues. In numerous places there were huge pools of shimmering red and orange, like crocus-blooms, that burned as if on fire from within and seemed to be yanking the Rot's tongues down. 
His eyes opened so wide that the ash and smoke in the air stung them, but he couldn't shut them, nor close his slack jaw, even as the platform came to a jerky halt. There were more Aigle skyships hovering in the air, and huge skyship-like things on the land as well, crawling across the Levi's dark side and firing jagged lights up into the Rot. 
Everywhere the city was falling apart; buildings lay smashed across streets wherever he looked, their shapes dashed by the Rot's tongues. Down at HellWest the King's frigate was burning, as the strange flock of bird-like ships sailed by. In the grounds at the palace's base castes of all kinds fought, alongside more of the Molemen things driving weird metal wheels and creatures with brown skin that seemed to be burning alive. 
And none of that was to speak of the shimmering silver web that seemed to shine through the very black of the Rot, encompassing the sky as if spun by Auroch the World Spider herself. He looked at Craley, whose grin seemed to be even wider than before. 
"That's nothing," Craley said, and pointed. "Look there."
Alam looked, saw, and almost fainted. Standing on the horizon twice as tall as the mountain, dressed in bright blue armor and wielding spikes that tore rips into the fabric of the Rot, was a giant vision of Sen, standing next to a pillar of fire shooting up from the volcano. 
"Heart's balls," he muttered. 
Craley laughed. "Indeed, and he needs you still." 
The platform came to a stop and a cold ash-filled wind whipped across Alam's face, tugging at his scrivener's stovepipe jacket and almost knocking him off balance. Craley stepped in and took Alam's wrist, placing his hand firmly on a banister circling the platform's exterior. Alam gripped it like his life depended on it.
"Over there is the King's skinning tower," Craley shouted over the wind and pointed. Alam looked out. The gantry they were in had nothing on any side but a dark rope bridge hanging across the distance, connected to the tallest tower of the King's palace. The top of it seemed to have exploded, with the roof missing and half the walls gone, and a cluster of bodies at one side. One of the Aigle ground ships was leaning against it haphazardly. 
"That's where Mare and all the others are," Craley went on. "We have to get over there, and this bridge is the fastest way."
Alam made a noise that wasn't a word but some kind of confused burble. 
"Just think of climbing the Abbey tower. It's no different to that. Hurry, but don't let haste trip you up."
Craley turned and started out onto the rope bridge. It was one strand of rope underfoot with two at either side. She was as agile as a Gomorrah fly, and the bridge flexed and shifted with her weight. 
"Heart's balls," Alam muttered again, then started after her. 
The wind hit him hard at once, almost plucking him away. He seized the ropes so tightly it hurt. The bridge swayed. It was even narrower than the buttress he and Sen had once crawled along, but now the drop below was immense. He risked a look down, to the last few battles between the Saint's weird new armies and the King's forces, squabbling like ants. It was so far.
"Awa fired it, it's called a boarding bridge," Craley called over her shoulder. Already she was halfway across and Alam could barely hear her. "The Mjolnirs used to use them to bring down other ships, or take them over mid-flight."
Alam focused on putting one foot after another, his eyes locked on the tower ahead. There were three Aigle ships hovering around it, in fiery battle with the Rot's falling tongues. They looked like ships at sea, floating on the sky. From their flanks myriad explosions bloomed and projectiles ejected, tearing into the black. 
He focused back on the tower top. Craley was almost there and waving to him. It was surely a dream. "Come on!" the Appomatox shouted.
He pressed on faster. He'd entered the Aigle palace with his world in chaos, and this was just chaos of a greater dimension. 
Halfway across another strong wind smacked him, driven by a falling tongue of black, and he held tight and rode it like a wave. When he looked again Craley was already at the tower. Alam took a deep breath and started to run, thinking of graves only a short distance below, and Sen waiting for him up ahead. 
Toward the tower's edge the bridge sagged and he had to climb up the cords to reach the lip, where giant grapnels at the end had bitten into the tower's stones. He climbed through the open wall, and saw such a spread of people that he could scarcely believe it. 
First there was Mare, lying on the floor beside the body of a muscular half-naked dead man with two misericorde spikes jutting from his head. This had to be King Aberainythy. Mare was wrapped up in bandages and smiling at him weakly, surrounded by the strange half-Molemen who were tending to her wounds. Beside her was Feyon, on her knees and helping with Daveron, whose furry chest was peppered with red-stained bandages too. Gellick lay behind them all, his body a glinting scale of rockblood turning to crystal. 
"By the Saint," Alam whispered. It felt like the air had been sucked out of him. The Appomatox Craley gestured for him to go ahead. 
"They're all right, we have time for this, see for yourself."
Feyon looked up and smiled faintly, then nodded toward Gellick before turning back to her work on Daveron's chest. Alam strode over and dropped at his friend's side.
 "Gellick, it's me," he said, looking the Balast up and down. Not an inch of him was un-wounded; everywhere were weals scabbed over with a beautiful, glossy purple sheen of rocksblood. 
Gellick's eyes cracked open, and he gave the shadow of a grin. 
"Alam," he whispered. "I'm not like my father, am I?"
A tear sprang unbidden down Alam's cheek. "Gods no, Gellick, you're not. I'm not like my father either."  
"We're winning," the Balast whispered, then closed his eyes again. "Loser tidies all this up." 
A hand rested on his shoulder. "He'll be all right." Alam turned and looked into the glowing blue eyes of Feyon. "He's exhausted," she went on, "we all are, but we'll be all right." She let a moment pass, then gestured around her. "These creatures, they call themselves Gnomics. They have better skills than even the best Bodyswells. I don't understand how they got here, but they tell me Sen somehow did it all."
More than anything Alam wanted to kiss her in that moment. She was more beautiful than ever before, so bright and caring and full of compassion for him, for them all. They truly were a family; Sen had been right.
He embraced her instead. A kiss was not for him to take. 
"Mare killed the King," Feyon said into his ear. He could feel she was shaking. "There are things out on the street I've never seen before, brown monsters fighting for us and turning to fire, and all these machines in the air, and a vast web they say Sharachus spun, and Sen's on the horizon fighting the Rot right now, and I don't really understand how to help him." She laughed. "I don't know how any of this is happening, Alam, or what to do. They just grabbed Gellick and I minutes ago, and now we're here."
He pulled away and held her at arms length. She was wounded too, blood running down the side of her head, marring her perfect Blue skin.
"Is it-?" he began reaching for the wound.
"It's nothing. They said we needed you to help Sen."
"We do."
They both turned to Craley Shark, standing unexpectedly close to them both. Neither had noticed her approach.
"Gearmaster," Craley said to Alam. "We need you to run the Saint a little longer. Find the simplest path, Awa Babo told me to say that, and run all this new power to Sen on the mountaintop refined, like you did with your paper. Harness it like energy in a clockwork escapement."
Alam stared at her, this odd Appomatox outlined against the blown open wall and the rushing torrents of blue power without, talking about gears and quoting his own father's words. 
"You want me to do what?"
Craley nodded. "I know it's difficult. You want to know why all the heroes from your legends are here, why Awa Babo's here, what King Seem is spinning a big web, why Lord Quill has brought his Drazi army, but I can't tell you all that now." Alam's eyes bugged at mention of Lord Quill. The last Man of Quartz was here too? "You'll have to feel it in the flows, on the veil, and make it part of your paper's hax. Can you do that, Alam? We've gathered all your generals, they're all here, and the whole city is looking to this tower and to that mountain. You just need to connect the power to the drive."
Alam's mouth worked at the air. The Drazi? King Seem? They were names from the stories they'd written, it was true, but-
"They're here?"
"They're all here, and I'm here too, Saint Craley or General Shark, look me up, but right now I need you to focus. Look at Sen out there. Look now."
Alam looked out at the horizon. 
"He looks enormous, doesn't he? Unbeatable. But he's doing it all himself now. He's using his scars and everything he's got to harness it, but it's been thrown out of balance by our arrival. The Rot's hitting harder now that we've got it trapped, and he's cracking under the strain alone. He needs your help, all of your help, to get through this alive."
Alam blinked. He hadn't imagined getting through any of this alive; not since the moment they put the whip to his back. He hadn't imagined any scenario in which he'd survive the revolution, not as one of the King's scriveners, not with Sen at their head. 
But now? With Feyon by his side, and these strange machines in the air, and if all the heroes of legend were truly there?
"Wait," he said, running back through the conversation. "You said you've got the Rot trapped? Why in the Heart would you do that? Just let it go!"
Craley made a pained expression. "It's complicated. Trust me, we can't do that. We have to kill that thing now, today, or none of us is safe. Can you accept that?"
Alam stared, and looked at Feyon and the others, while in the background more tongues thrashed and skyship projectiles streaked across the sky, ending in explosions.
"Alam, focus on me," Craley snapped, clicking her fingers sharply. "Sen told me you could handle this. When I was just a little girl he told me stories about all of you. You were my heroes, and now I'm here with you, and we're making this happen. Do you understand? I need you to write all of this into a story that Sen can use, and I need you to send it out on the veil like you always did with your paper. I need you to hammer order out of this chaos."
Alam felt tears prick at his eyes. He was a hero to this woman? It was impossible. "I don't know what to do. What does that mean, hammer order? How do I do that, there's no press here, no paper. I don't even know who you are."   
"I'm Craley Shark, and I'm Sen's daughter. I know he's asked a lot of you Alam, I know it's seemed like he tormented you at times, took advantage of you, misused you, but believe me, he did all the same to me and worse. He neglected me all my life, worse than any scars written in skin, but only because he knew no better way. It's not an excuse, it's just a fact we've both had to face. Now we're about to lose him, and we'll lose the whole world if we can't save him. I don't know about you, but this is my first time in the world, and I quite like it so far. So get up here and help me."
Feyon stepped forward and touched Craley's cheek.
"You're his daughter?"
Craley was momentarily silenced. "He came for me when I was a baby," she went on quietly, "he took me from a cage. It's not by birth."
"It wouldn't matter to me," said Feyon, as tears ran down her cheeks, mingling with blood from her wounded temple. "You're his daughter. Welcome."
She wrapped her arms tightly around Craley. The Appomatox's demeanor wavered in confusion for a moment, exposing a childlike innocence so deep it made Alam want to hug her too. 
Sen had a daughter. It didn't matter that it was impossible. Alam strode over to stand by Craley's side and looked out over the city, and Sen fighting in crackling blue fire, and tried to grasp the task before him. 
"How do I do it?"
He turned, but Craley was gone; snuck away like a thief. Feyon remained, smiling faintly at him. 
"We're going to be all right," she said. "I know it now, Alam."
"How do you know that?"
"I just feel it. Concentrate."
"On what? I don't know how. I'm not Sen, I don't read minds."
She wrapped one arm around his back and leaned her head against his shoulder. The warmth of her touch thrilled him, making him believe he could do anything. 
"Just try. We'll do it together. He put us here, and he wouldn't do that if there wasn't a way. Look around us, Alam, there are Aigles in the air! If Sen can do that, then we can do this. Think of planning the revolution on the white wall in the millinery, and just do it the same way, without the wall."
Alam screwed his eyes shut and tried to remember what they'd done. It had been him and Gellick at the whitewashed walls, working the map over and over again, changing the bastion points in line with the King's forces, preparing their barricades to line up with the simplest path. 
To this. 
A touch came on his shoulder, and he opened his eyes to see Sen. 
He gasped. Sen was in the sky fighting the Rot. Sen was also right here? 
"I am not Sen," said Sen. "I took his body. I am Awa Babo, and I will be your lens. Focus what you feel through me. Open yourself to me and I will show you the veil."
"I-" said Alam, completely overwhelmed, but Feyon at his side squeezed her arm tightly around his waist. Perhaps he would have fallen if it weren't for her. "I-" he said again, then focused. 
This was happening. This was happening now, and he nodded. The not-Sen reached out to his forehead, rested his palm there, and at once Alam saw.
Blue fire erupted all around him. It raced through the air in countless lines, pulsing up from all over the city. The Drazi pools blazed a deep azure, the skyships burned a focused cerulean, the ships on the Levi seared with a tinge of red, while from all throughout the streets below the focused sky-blue strength of the Saint blazed upward in interwoven lines. 
Alam understood all this instinctively, as if borrowing clarity from the not-Sen, and at once saw the problem in the flows. 
There was immense power here, but it ran without harness, rising in a whirlpool of interconnecting forces; like cogs that had not been tightened properly, like an escapement improperly set and losing seconds. The lines of blue rose to the tower top, where they flared into the others; Feyon, Gellick, Daveron and Mare burned brightly like bonfires.
They were all gears in the clockwork, Craley had said, the generals for Sen's army. He held his own hands out before him, at the end of long and lank Spindle arms that had seen him tormented for years by the boys in his dormitory, and saw the startling blue fire raging there too. 
He reached out and touched the flows of the city. He didn't know what he was doing, but he felt something and the lines of power responded. Thoughts rushed in pandemonium through his mind; so many emotions and memories and dreams plucked from different times and places, overwhelming him. Was this what Sen always saw? It was overwhelming, but he was a gearmaster and he'd already mastered the King's Aigle palace below. He just had to find the simplest path. 
With Feyon weaving the flows at his side, he saw that he could do this. He took a breath and pulled back from himself to overview the whole from above. 
The chaos diminished and whole tides of motion through the city became clear. There were so many of them, tens of thousands of minds all pulling in different directions, coming from different times with different systems of belief, but all straining toward unity.
He understood. Just as Craley said, it was a clockwork escapement, vastly complex with myriad different inputs, and all of it had to be melded into one unified movement. There was always a simplest path, and the trail of it was already clear; Saint Ignifer, the legend they'd built for so long, created by Avia long before most of them were ever born. Now Alam just had to weave them all in. 
He reached out and manipulated the blue fire in the air with the blue fire in his hands like it was one giant puzzle, a gear wall out of alignment that needed tuning. He worked the patterns of faith as they rose up in mad fumey clouds from the Albatross captain's armada and from Lord Quill's burning Drazi, from the castes of King Seem's Yoked Empire and the machine minds of the Mjolnir Federacy turning into synchrony with the castes of his city; Balasts and Indurans and Spindles and Ghasts and Ogrics and more. He let their faith wash through him and refined them into the ordered lines of legends they had already laid down in their paper, that he'd read about in books as a child, that Avia had planned so long ago. He aligned them with all the skill of a gearsmith and the precision of a scrivener, until they spun about his body in blazing white hot lines. 
Then he shot them through Awa Babo and off to Sen at the mountaintop, as a barrage of pure, unadulterated power. 
 



 
 
SEN
 
 
The Saint was flagging. 
Standing twice as tall as the mountain in the sky, Sen could no longer control the city's collective mind as it burned through his scars. It was growing too fast, a torrential flow stronger than he could harness, sprung from sources he didn't understand or recognize. Faith swelled over him like a wave and beneath it he was beginning to drown. 
His spikes were dimming, his armor was crumpling under the renewed frenzy of the Rot. Its blows slipped through his guard, punching cracks in his armor, disrupting his concentration and sending flows of power reeling out into the darkness. 
His generals were changing in ways he didn't understand, bringing patterns into the flow that didn't run as he expected. The flow skipped a scar-line down his arm, his concentration lapsed, and in an instant the Rot entangled him by the spike. 
He watched in horror as its black jaws bit down, crunching through armor, scars, skin and bone in one stroke, cutting his limb from his body.
He screamed. The tide of power bled out of his ruptured scars and gushed down the Rot's side, unfocused and blunt. The Rot swallowed his arm and bared its jaws for more. Sen snatched for control but the pain was overwhelming and the flow was too much. It washed over him bringing glimpses of things he couldn't cling on to: an army of monsters harnessed by a sparking Man of Quartz, a fleet of ships driven by a mad pirate Cray, Gnomic creatures ferrying a lost thinking machine, an army of all the lost of Aradabar led by the dead Seem/Sharachus. He couldn't grasp any of them. They fit into the stories somewhere but they were coming too fast for him to find their places. 
The Rot beat him in the chest and he reeled back, battered on the mountain's anvil. At once the stink of brimstone came back to him, burning in his hair, while his heart grew so tight he could hardly breathe. His spikes blinked away, the mirage of the Saint collapsed, and the Rot above opened its mouth to swallow him down. 
He fell as Sen, just a boy really, not a hero to any. The blue fire fled as quickly as it had come, and he dropped form the sky. He'd come so far and so close, but there was nothing he could do now.
"Help," he shouted back along the blue lines to the city, to Alam and the others. "Help me!"
His armor dissipated, his severed arm spurted blood into the rarefied air and a scalding heat stung every inch of his exposed skin. His eyes blurred and his body spun, caught on shifting waves of heat. A black chunk of fissile rock struck him on the leg and there was a horrible crack. The blow set him spinning as he fell and he screamed. In revolutions he saw the mouth of the Rot diving after him, its jaws racing him to the ground on every side, eclipsing first the sky, then the Gutrock, then the eruption, until Sen was within the cave of its black mouth and the only light came from the churning fires at its core.
He looked up into its gullet and saw a thousand worlds destroyed across the future and the past, with a thousand more to come. He had failed. This was the end, and he would never see his mother again, or Feyon, or any of his friends, because he hadn't been strong enough. He'd betrayed them all.
The last trails of blue fire left him and he pin-wheeled downward in the Darkness that came before. A hundred black tongues lashed out from within the Rot's throat and slapped into his body, when they sunk hooks into his scarred skin and began to peel.
The pain was worse than anything and he screamed. It was skinning him alive.
"Help me, please!" he cried a final time.
This time Alam answered. "Here." 
A shaft of brilliant blue light shot through the side of the Rot's cheek and slammed into Sen, arresting his fall and filling him with an insurgent power that remade him anew. 
At once he saw and knew the Drazi, and the Albatross, and the Gnomics and King Seem merged with Sharachus, he knew Lonnigan and Awa Babo and everything it had taken them to reach this point, and everything it had cost him, and most of all, he saw Craley Shark. 
He had a daughter. His daughter was coming even now. As the power flooded into him, finding its own way through new scars that wrote themselves across his newly forging body, he saw everything terrible his future self had done, and begged for forgiveness. 
"It's forgiven," Alam answered, "now stand up and fight, Saint Ignifer, for us all."
He couldn't breathe but he didn't need to. The air was nothing to him, regrets and suffering were nothing because he was here now and so were they, all these lost armies of his world, all his greatest heroes from the stars he'd looked up to so often for guidance, courage, and succor, and now it was his turn to take his place amongst them. 
The Saint blew outward from him like Lonnigan's bombe on the white vault of heaven, and the Rot was blown away. He needed no armor for this, no spikes. Now he was not only Sen or any amalgam of the city he'd grown up in; he was the whole of the Corpse World, a bigger version of Saint Ignifer born from its darkest and brightest times, leader of a defeated army larger than any ever fielded before.
His bare arms moved like lightning, large enough to encompass the whole of the sky and strong enough to squeeze.
The Rot screamed. Its open black throat wailed and he squeezed it tighter, pressing it between his arms like a vice. The tighter he squeezed the more of it furled in, peeling back its tongues from the sky and the land, from the Aigle palace and the Drazi vats in Grammaton Square, from HellWest and the Levi where Lonnigan's armada was docking, crushing it down.
An image came to him of his days as a boy in the Abbey, playing with Sister Henderson and running to catch snowflakes on his tongue, while always the black mouth of the Rot hung in the sky overhead, a dark shadow of the sun, a threat that hung over everything. It seemed like he had forgotten those moments, but now they were back and he was whole again. He remembered Craley and Leander and Awa Babo, remembered every step that he had lost and made a vow that he would never lose them again. 
He squeezed tighter and the sound from the Rot became a squeak, wailing out into a world that had shucked it off. He squeezed more and its mouth became a dimple in the air, strangled so tightly between the Saint's great palms he could scarcely feel it. He pinched and it became a speck of dust, a seed caught in the grip of a god, grinding steadily down to nothing, until it was gone, and closed off, and every bit of it was vanished from the world. 
So the Rot was destroyed.
Saint Ignifer looked out over the Corpse with new eyes. The night sky was clearing now, and from his vantage point far above the mountain he could see the line of dawn up creeping over the world. His fight was finally over and he felt glad. He felt the breeze of a fresh wind blow over his cheeks, as the eruption behind him slowed. Shining lights in the sky called to him. Mountains, oceans, and land spread out in every direction. The world was a beautiful place, and he wanted to live in it for himself. He wanted to experience everything it had to offer. The thrill of anticipation suffused him completely, amongst these people who had made him, living by their sides. 
Then he began to die. Too soon, he thought, I want to see more, but the power that had built him was now drawing him apart at the seams. 
"Thank you," came one voice from within, a man named Sen who stood in the place of his heart. "Thank you for all of this."
At that, Saint Ignifer accepted it. He bowed his head to accept their grace. The thanks of a world poured into him. This would do.
Then he was gone, dissipated to the wind. 
* * *
Atop their tower across the city Alam and Feyon dropped to their knees. Gellick sagged, Mare and Daveron fell unconscious side by side. Throughout the city the fighting halted as light filled the sky.
Atop the mountain Sen fell.
He had done it. He could feel the difference as the world began to grow again and the sun rose over the Sunsmelters wall. Both the Rot and the Darkness were gone from his world, perhaps not forever, but for now they were truly gone. 
Cool air whipped around him as he fell, and he laughed. It didn't matter if he died now, falling to earth to smash on the mountain, because in fable this was where Saint Ignifer had fallen. This was where his father fell. 
Then his father came. Wing beats thumped through the air and claws dug into his shoulders, halting his descent. He looked up and saw King Seem/Sharachus, and through his touch knew that all this had happened before. 
"You did it," Seem/Sharachus bellowed down to him. "My son."
"We did," he answered.
Together they descended from the heights to the cooling caldera, where the revenant arch still stood, its blue gateway glowing, and a young woman named Craley Shark was looking up as her father came down.
 



 
 
CRALEY SHARK III
 
 
Craley watched them descend. It was strange, because this was her father but it wasn't. This was a version of Sen that hadn't lost everything, and hadn't done the things to Craley her actual father had, even if he now remembered them.
The revenant arch glowed blue nearby, though it was darkening now as the energy died. Through that doorway lay other worlds, other places where the Rot would bite down.
Craley surveyed the world from the mountaintop, lit by a new dawn. The clouds of ash were falling from the sky and the long white expanse of the Gutrock was becoming clear. Beyond it lay the city and the world. 
But it wasn't hers. She'd grown up here, in the buried remnants of Aradabar's library, but nothing beyond that belonged to her. She'd met Sen's friends and she'd liked them, but they weren't her friends. She didn't know anyone in this world, and even the Sen above was not her true father. Her true father had been a broken drug addict, leveraging everything he had left so he could forget what he'd lost, and Craley had just been a hindrance along the way. 
Now the lost had been saved, and her second father was gone too, all used up. He was the only one Craley had ever loved, and ever hated. Now she missed him. She wanted to speak with her Sen again, and show him what they'd done. Together they would remember the life they'd lived through. 
The man coming down couldn't do that. He wouldn't understand even if he tried, because he hadn't lived it. He was the Sen who won, not the failure who'd lost everything, who'd misused a forgotten orphan in the hopes he might somehow bring it back. 
It was a victory, but it didn't feel like Craley's. She'd chosen all the lost armies, she'd orchestrated the Rot's War and built it up to this, but now she didn't want any of it. Instead she wanted her father back. She wanted to rescue him from wherever he'd disappeared to, and show him what they'd achieved, but that wasn't possible now.
She watched them for a few moments more. They were closer now, this Sen and the King, two generations swooping down, but what would she say to them? The revenant was dying, and this was her mission now, not because she wanted it but because she didn't want anything else. It made her briefly sad, to turn her back so completely on everything, like a failure of a kind, but a long time ago she'd learned her tears were useless. There was no one in her cage, no one in her Gloam Hallows Abbey, no one in all the ruins of Aradabar to hear them. 
It was simple. As she thought back on it she realized this was why she'd come. Not only to help guide the flow of power into Sen, but also to step through this revenant and save a thousand other worlds, each filled with experiences that would surpass anything she would see here. The Corpse Worlds were the greatest library of all, all waiting to be seen first-hand. Out there she could truly earn the title 'Saint'. 
She looked at the fading revenant. 
This world would fare well with this Sen in it. It needed the kind of man he would become now, not one who had sacrificed everything just to survive, but one who understood what the true wages of sacrifice were. It needed a Sen who would grow and nurture it unafraid, who could find a place for all the armies to belong. It didn't need the half-mad Appomatox who'd lurked in the shadows all her life, known to none, loved by none still alive, a footnote really, who knew nothing at all about living with others. 
It was simple, and there was nothing to say, no goodbyes for these people she'd never even met. She strode up to the revenant and passed through without looking back, taking the last scraps of the Saint's power with her, enough to open doors that had never been opened before. 
* * *
Sen and Seem/Sharachus reached the islet breasting the caldera as the glow from the revenant faded fully away. The Bat-King rested Sen on the rocky ground, then landed by his side. 
Sen rubbed his shoulders, and gazed through the arch of the revenant to the other side, where the crater top was scaling over with a black crust. Craley was gone, and now the revenant was closed. 
"It's over," he said.
Seem/Sharachus grunted by his side. 
"She didn't want to see me."
"I think she does," Seem/Sharachus said. "But not this you. She wants her father."
They stood silently for a long time, and a lot of new thoughts clashed in Sen's head. It felt like he'd been there at every stage; picking Craley up at the Levi bank, carrying her through time, crushing her into the mold he'd needed her to grown into. He felt the shame and the pride, while at the same time, he knew it had not been him. 
That was some other Sen that he would never now become, and that made him happy and sad at the same time. 
"I would have gone instead," he said. "It's my role. It's what Avia prepared me for."
Seem/Sharachus rested a long claw on his shoulder. "You already did, Sen. You already went and you gathered us in. You brought me with you, you gave me back Aradabar, and you gave the world back to all these lost peoples."
Sen turned to the great King, the shy Spider from the sewer. His eyes were part Sectile now, his mandibles fully formed, and tall horns sprouted from his collars. Where once Sharachus had been meek and sallow, half his legs only stubs hidden beneath his long mocking coat, Seem/Sharachus was resplendent and strong. His eight legs were sleek and black. His bat wings hung sharply folded at his back, much like the Abbess had always held hers. 
Craley Shark. The name meant something to him, and came with so much fresh knowledge. Perhaps one day he would see her again, this erstwhile daughter of a sort. 
"The Rot will come back," he said. "That's where she's gone." 
"It will," agreed the King. "This is the first world to ever truly defeat it, and I have no doubt it will come back in force. Craley is on that path now. She's the seed for the Saint, and you're like Avia. You set her on the wind, and you have to hope she finds her way."
Sen laughed, a sharp, brief sound. 
"I hated my mother for that. I loved her too, but I could never forgive her for leaving me, or asking for so much."
Seem/Sharachus smiled. "She was only a child, Sen, when she first dreamed of Saint Ignifer. She started on her path so young, and had so little time with you. She wanted to be a better mother, I know, as I longed to be a father. Perhaps you can forgive us both now."
Sen rubbed his eyes. His left arm, reformed by the Saint, now had a bright pattern of different scars traced across it in sharp blue lines. That was new. "Perhaps. But I had no time with her at all. At least you both had that."
"You will. Across the Corpse you will, even if you never see her again. This is how it works. Rewards come, Sen, as the Heart looks on."
They stood there a time longer, gazing through the arch as though it were a grave. Beyond that door Craley was beginning her new quest. Rallying heroes. Rallying worlds, just like his mother. 
Steadily the sun rose high, burning the last dust of ash out of the sky.
"What now?" Sen said at last. "I never thought about a life beyond this."
"Now we return," Seem/Sharachus said. "I'm sure they're waiting for you. The King is dead, and their Saint is a man incarnate. There's an armada of three-hundred-year-old navvies to think of, and a Drazi infection, and Gnomics and citizens of my Aradabar too. The Balasts are out of their Calk for good, I think, and the Indurans are out of their sewers, so all the laws of caste will have to change. You can do that. You can lead us, not as King, but as something else."
Sen nodded absently. It was a new dawn, that was true. They could write a new law and a new order across the city. He laid his hand on Seem/Sharachus' claws.
"The greatest King that ever lived. Father. I'll need your help."
"You'll have it. We'll make Ignifer shine greater than Aradabar ever did. We'll be ready, when the Rot comes again."
Sen smiled. He thought of Feyon, waiting for him in the King's tower top. He thought of all the Molemen in the city, transformed now by the ability to feel pain. He thought of the Balasts and the Indurans and all the peoples he'd called upon, who had risen to the call. 
The world was already changing. 
"Let's go."
Seem/Sharachus flapped into the air. He took hold of Sen, and together father and son flew back toward the city at the center of the world.
 



 
 
FREEMANTLE V
 
 
Life continued for Freemantle. In his long, featureless days he worked on Sen's book, though he wasn't sure it mattered anymore. He sat at times by the body Sen had left behind when he passed into the veil for the final time, when he hadn't even been Sen but a machine called Awa Babo. 
The figure was waxy, with a sallow stomach and missing eye, withered limbs and milk-pale skin. It slumped in the white chair like a lifeless doll. At times he spoke with it, though of course it never spoke back. He told it stories from his own life, about his Kelly and their children and all the funny things his descendants ever did. 
It passed the time. 
Once a day in each of his daily sleep/wake cycles, he tried to enter the veil himself, hoping Sen/Awa Babo had succeeded. It made him sick and miserable to see only the same empty blackness. Still every day, he tried once. He fought with the excitement and disappointment every time, training himself to expect nothing. Patience was a virtue. 
Then one day the veil opened. 
He gasped as the world spread again before him, bright and golden with a new dawn. His city was there, and shudders ran through his body. He raced closer and saw Sen, impossibly whole and standing with all his generals atop the tallest tower of the King's Aigle palace. 
Freemantle wept to see Sen and Feyon embrace within the shattered chamber of skins. He laughed to see Gellick tossing scraps of mortar off the edge of the tower, making bets with a pale-looking Alam about whose would land on which of the many palace roofs first.
"You win," Alam murmured, barely able to keep his eyes open. "You can win every game from now on, Gellick."
The Balast boomed with laughter, though each boom ended abruptly as one of his glazed-over wounds caught. 
Daveron and Mare lay side by side, huddled in blankets and bandages while Gnomics tended to them both, holding hands as the sun came up. Freemantle watched as Sen knelt beside them. 
"You did OK," Mare told him, her lips sagging. "Not bad at all."
"And you," Sen said. "You killed the King."
Mare smiled and closed her eyes, basking in the new sun.
"I killed a lot of my own people," Daveron said. His eyes didn't meet Sen's, rather he was looking out to the yellow horizon. He clasped Mare's hand so hard her knuckles had turned white, but she didn't flinch or pull away. Rather she clutched him back, as though he might fall away if she didn't.
Sen laid his hand on the Moleman's shoulder. Freemantle could feel the pain shared between them. 
"We did what we had to," said Daveron.
"I'm sorry for it. Did your father survive?"
A tear beaded in Daveron's eye. "I don't know."
"Awa Babo will find out. Things will be different now, I promise."
Daveron wept quietly in Mare's lap. Mare patted Sen's hand, and he rose silently. 
He went to Alam next, as Feyon watched on with tears in her eyes. Sen stood before the Spindle, a head shorter, as ever. "You saved me, Alam," he said, "when I needed you most."
"We all did," Alam answered, "and you asked us to, "or at least your daughter did. How could I not?"
Sen pulled him into a tight embrace. Alam winced, but patted the smaller man gently on the back. "Watch it. My lashes are still tender."
Sen pulled away, smiling. "That's right, I forgot. It was only a week ago, wasn't it?"
"Only a week," Alam tilted his head to the side. "And so much changed. Your daughter called me 'gearmaster'."
Sen smiled. "I never got to speak to her. She went through the arch before I could. What was she like?" 
Alam smiled broadly. "Like you. Driven, arrogant, fixated. Only I think she was having more fun."
Sen laughed. 
"She winked a lot. I think she was having a great time, actually. And she moved like a demon, felling Adjunc and Molemen constantly, so skilled with her spikes."
"Chip off the old block," Sen said. 
Feyon came to stand beside him, weaving her fingers in with his. "She was good," she said. "But so sad. I think she's happier away from this world, running the Corpse, searching for something she's lost."
Sen nodded. "Like I searched for my mother."
Feyon touched his cheek gently. "Exactly."
"I never found her. I never even saw her, except in memories." 
From his recumbent position on the floor Gellick spoke up. "You'll be all right. You've got us."
Freemantle felt his heart fill up to see them all like that. 
He pulled out wider. There were Aigle skyships berthed around the palace, while others were landing in the lower foothills of the Roy, in gardens and lawns of the rich and upmost classes. There were Ator landships trawling up to the Fallowlands past Afric, halting in the gray dust beside Groan, the debtor's prison. An armada of wing-sailed ships had clogged up the Levi and docked alongside the Haversham, where the orange-clawed Albatross Cray was leading his crew toward Grammaton Square, carrying goods on their backs for the hundreds of castes gathering there. 
Freemantle swept closer. There were Indurans and dazed Molemen standing amongst the embers of market stalls, Balasts looking up at the blue sky for the first time in their lives, where the Rot's dark mouth no longer hung. Spindles and Pinheads and Blues and even Adjunc wandered in lazy paths gazing upward, set loose from the boundaries of caste and congregating like a swell on the Sheckledown Sea. 
At the same time fresh castes flooded in from Seasham, where the lost army of Aradabar had put down and were being led forth now by the Moth Abbess, Leander. Freemantle watched in tears as Sen and the others came down from the Aigle palace, and walked back through the wreckage of the city toward the Grammaton Square at the center, like a victory parade. 
They were feted at every turn, until the streets were lined with people waving and calling out the Saint's name, amidst those who were helping to ferry the injured from both sides to Gnomic stations set up by Awa Babo, where they employed Mjolnir-era medicine to save lives. 
In Grammaton Square, on a stage hastily nailed up against the clock tower by Gnomics and dazed Molemen both, Sen stood at the fore looking out over a crowd of thousands. He was plainly uncomfortable, so young in front of so many, but when he spoke his voice carried, and his words resonated with the people who'd risen to his call. 
"Thank you," he began, "you have saved yourselves." 
The crowd broke into cheering that lasted for minutes, as people of myriad castes hugged those closest to them, and kissed, and rejoiced that they were still alive. When they finally quieted he went on. 
"This city will change, I promise, to reflect all the deeds you have done in service of it." He paused a moment, then went on with greater strength. "I hereby abolish all laws of caste! No longer will your children be hunted for the marks in their skin. No longer will caste relations be banned and caste movements and abodes be restricted, no longer will Unforgiven be murdered for the bodies they were born into. The old rule is over and a new world is rising, because of what you did here today."
The crowd cheered wildly now, screaming and whooping themselves hoarse, for him, for his generals, for the Saint and for themselves. 
"No more spikings," Sen shouted out over their celebrations. "The HellWest frigate will be sunk and its memory reviled. No more usury butchers, no more mogrification of living bodies. We will pull down the Drazi smokestacks and open up the Induran slums. There will be law but it will be a different law, no longer written in flesh and blood. It will be just, built out of knowledge not fear. This city will rise to shine at the top of the world as its forbear Aradabar once did, no longer languishing as a brutal, cruel, unjust cesspool. Your children will be safe. Your future will be secure. You stand now amongst your brothers and sisters beneath the Saint. Thank you."
The cheering went on and on. Alam nudged Sen in the back. 
"Where did that all come from?"
Sen beamed at him. "I just made it up."
The speaking continued, because the people demanded it. This was a show they wanted to last all day long, with all their heroes on proud display. When Sen grew tired of making promises and inspiring cheers, the others stepped up. 
Mare spoke to her people of the fears they no longer had to hold in their hearts, the curtain they no longer had to draw around their bodies and their minds for the shame of a lowly birth. Daveron described the sensation of feeling pain for the first time, and how the Molemen would be different from now on, following the precepts of Awa Babo's logic, not the basest dictates of the old King's torture. Gellick stood and yelled out, "Balasts!" at the top of his lungs, which had hundreds of his people thumping their feet and howling, "For the Saint!" so loud that many screamed with fright. 
Feyon spoke of the changes coming to the Roy, of a new Council of castes they would help usher in, one that offered opportunities to all and demanded that all voices be heard. Alam spoke to the middling castes, the artisans of Carroway and the traders of the Haversham, describing all the ways they would overcome the many differences between them, and push back the stigma of caste. 
Freemantle watched until the end, as Lord Quill took his turn to shine, and Awa Babo spoke of history and grace, as King Seem/Sharachus venerated freedom and learning, and Lonnigan Clay told tall tales from the sea. 
The day saw one long unspooling of order and grace descending. Throughout all that day there were no crimes, no murders, and no looting anywhere in the city. The people had seen a god rise of their own making, a hero for the ages, and his light still shone within them. How could they harm each other after that? For the first day at least they were all sister to each other, and brother, and for one day the divisions of caste were forgotten. 
He watched as the Drazi absorbed the Adjunc and took over their role in patrolling the city, falling into work smoothly and restoring order, putting out fires, cleaning up the streets of barricades and bodies, as willed by Lord Quill at their heart. He watched as Lonnigan's ships unloaded, bringing a city's worth of food, medicine, and essential goods with them, delivered for free to a needy people starved after a week of siege and deprivation. He watched as the districts began the long and slow process of rebuilding, beginning with clearing ash and broken furniture from the streets. He watched as families found each other, and the lost were buried and grieved, and the great wound that the King and the Rot had wrought began to heal.
At last, as that first long day became night, and there were whispers of love in dark rooms, as old bonds became bright again and a thousand new lives were conceived, Freemantle pulled out of the veil to find the body of Sen in its white chair gone, and a new figure growing in the wall. 
* * *
When he woke the next day it had grown clearer and more distinct. He kept an eye on it as he dipped in and out of the world, watching his descendants as they returned to some altered semblance of their old lives. There was a first mustering of the castes organized, building upon systems of elected governance borrowed from Aradabar and the one share/one ballot structure of Lonnigan's days as a pirate captain. 
News of the Council of all castes was spread through The Saint newspaper and scheduled to first convene in two weeks, until which time Sen, the man who had been the Saint, was acting to prepare the city for its new rule. 
The walls to the Calk were broken down. The gates of the Aigle palace were thrown open and so were the doors to all the Aigles, that people might see the means of their deliverance. The ring-fence around Indura was lifted and all its citizens admitted to the Bodyswell Dome for treatment. The Ators were commandeered as roving hospitals, staffed by Gnomics and several trainee Molemen, who now sought new work in the reduction of pain rather than causing it. The HellWest Docks were cleansed of bodies on the Spike, the King's frigate was sunk, and fresh envoys were sent out encouraging trade from all fellow nations and city-states. 
Encampments sprung up in the Fallowlands to accommodate the armies of Aradabar. The Manticore and mogrification dens were usurped by Lord Quill's Drazi, who continued to appoint themselves the city's new constabulary. They pulled down the Drazi smokestacks, burned the mogrifers' labs, and began the institution of a new set of laws on scientific experimentation to be voted upon and enforced.
Sen and Feyon worked from a townhouse in Grammaton Square throughout, managing the process as they once had managed their newspaper. The market swelled back to bustling, overcrowded life around them, filled with hawkers selling the new and strange goods carried across history from the time of the Albatross. They worked tirelessly to prepare a docket of potential laws designed to intermingle low caste with high, that the Council would deliberate upon. With King Seem/Sharachus and the tireless logic of Awa Babo to guide them, they outlined a path toward new taxes and tithes on the rich, with new systems and education for all. Through endless meetings across all caste boundaries they stitched together a sense of order throughout the city, while lining up investments in libraries, schools, and public health, organizing the rebuilding, and working with the newly unemployed Molemen to find suitable outlets for their unusual skills. 
Alam went to Jubilante, where he found the scrivener boys he'd once studied with and brought many of them back to the Slumswelters, where he restarted The Saint newspaper; reporting on the great changes afoot in Ignifer's city, with a wide-ranging mandate to investigate injustice and corruption wherever it lay. 
When Gellick wasn't helping at Alam's side, he worked with his people in the Calk, where the clouds of lime dust were fuming out again already, as demanded by the plethora of new construction the ravaged city required. He instated a rotating system inspired by the Aigle palace, where the pounding yards were moved once a month, so each part of the Calk was only cloaked in dust for one part of the year. He also began encouraging his people to move into other areas of work, spreading wider into Afric, to the Gutrock, into industries that had been blocked to them for so long. 
The weeks passed, and the Council of over a thousand castes was established. Built on precepts from Aradabar, one representative stood for every caste in the city, giving voice to peoples forced into silence and bondage for so long. By unanimous vote of the Council, Sen was nominated as city Overseer, and by his first act he ordered construction of a grand House of the Council along the Afric Levi banks, where first he'd found his daughter. There were resources aplenty after they'd levied first taxes on the Roy, and with Seem/Sharachus and Awa Babo's technology, many new things seemed possible. Soon Ignifer's city would be clothed in glass and shot throughout with libraries, parks, and universities; the intellectual heart of the Corpse World.  
Daveron and Mare set to sea as soon as they were healed by the Gnomics' careful touch. There was a tattooed captain from the Aradabar diaspora that she had to find and tell the news. Daveron went with her happily, glad to leave the site of his greatest betrayal behind. 
"I hope, in time you'll return," Sen said to him, at the HellWest Dock as they boarded the Albatross' own ship. Daveron held Sen's hand. 
"We did what we had to." 
Mare hugged him. "We'll spread the good word. Expect people to flock here in their thousands."
"We'll be ready," Sen answered. "We'll be waiting for you too, whenever you want to come home."
They boarded, and with white wings aloft, and captain Lonnigan Clay and his love Mollie at the wheel, they set off over the Sheckledown together. 
Everything was changing.
Freemantle pulled out of the world, filled to the brim with happiness, to find the figure from the wall now standing before him. 
"Freemantle," she said. 
"Craley," he replied.
* * *
The young woman nodded. She was perfect, just as perfect as Sen had been when he was born through the wall. Freemantle hugged her and wept. Craley hugged him back. 
They sat and talked for hours, about the direction the city and the world would take now, about how their choices had played out. It was only after Freemantle had shown Craley the book of Sen's memories, walking her through every chapter, that he noticed the difference in the wall of his cell. 
He rose and walked over to it. In the midst of the featureless white, where he'd once spent countless days in his early captivity hammering and screaming to be let free, there was now a door. 
It was white like the wall, and had a white handle. He let his hand drop to clasp it, then jerked away as though stung. It was cool and metallic. It wasn't possible  
He turned and saw Craley smiling. 
"How?" 
"I used the last of the Saint's power to open it," Craley said. "You'll be amazed what's on the other side."
Freemantle's eyes bugged wide. "You've been on the other side?"
Craley shrugged. "You were in the veil a long time. I didn't want to disturb you."
"I-" Freemantle began, then stopped. He looked at the wall, at the door, then back at Craley. 
Craley laughed. "I know. But you can. There's nothing out there that can hurt you, not now at least."
"But I have to be here. I can't…" 
"All the time? You can come back. I did. I'm here. You can come and go."
Freemantle's eyes welled with tears. He nodded once sharply, setting the tears free down his cheeks. Then he swung to the door, took hold of the handle, and yanked it open. 
On the other side was a white corridor, stretching out to white vanishing points in both directions, and lined on both sides with hundreds of doors. They were all white with white metal handles, and there had to be thousands of them, maybe more. His throat went dry. 
"All the worlds of the Corpse," said Craley, standing beside him. "Spread before us."
Freemantle couldn't speak. The breadth of it overwhelmed him.
Craley patted him on the shoulder, brushed past him into the corridor and then, before Freemantle could stop her, opened the door opposite. 
"Wait!" Freemantle started, but Craley was already through. 
"Come in here," she called back.
Freemantle stood and stared. He hadn't left his cell for three hundred years. He looked both ways again down the corridor, as if he was crossing the busy Haversham and afraid an Ogric rickshaw might run him down. The corridor remained empty, but stepping out seemed like an act of defiance too far. 
What if he was locked out here instead of his room? What if he was cut off from the veil? He didn't think he could take that again. 
Instead he peered through the doorway that Craley had opened. Inside was another white room, with another white bed, chair and white walls. Craley popped back into view, startling Freemantle so much he let out a yelp. 
"Come on," Craley said, "come in."
 Tentatively, as though stepping out onto thin ice, Freemantle put one foot down in the corridor. The ground held firm. He held on to his doorframe and took another step. Again it held firm. With a great feat of will he released the wall of his cell, and braced himself to lose it forever. 
He lost nothing. Nothing changed. 
Craley snorted. "You're funny. Come on in."
Freemantle followed. Craley stood in the middle of this new room and spread her arms. 
"It's another world. Well, not this bit maybe, but through the veil. I've looked through it and it's all strange creatures made out of blobs of gas, floating through a kind of purple haze." She made a wavering gesture with her arms. "They don't talk like we do, but through some kind of chemical transference. They don't get married and have children either, instead they merge then subdivide into two new parts, so there's never any more of them, or any less. They can't die, they can't be born except through the merge/split cycle; it's fascinating really. I could write a dozen books on them."
Freemantle struggled to catch up with what she was saying. "They're what? Gas bubbles?"
"Exactly!" Craley said, snapping her fingers. "It's brilliant, better than any book in a library. They don't even have wars, not really, because even if there's a fight all that happens is one group of bubbles absorbs the other, which means they all get reshaped. Nothing can be destroyed, nothing can be created from whole cloth, it's all in a perfect equilibrium; so much more equitable than our world."
Freemantle frowned, trying to parse what this Craley he'd heard so much about was trying to say. "So, you'd like to be one of them? A gas bubble?"
Craley laughed, a bright and merry sound. "Ha, no, not me. But isn't it fascinating?"
Freemantle nodded. It was. It sounded insane. "Why are they even here? Why would the Heart make this?"
"I don't know, but I think it's wonderful." Craley tugged at the white sheets on the bed. "Looks like this room hasn't got an observer like you though. It's not really kitted out for a gas bubble."
Freemantle said something that was more a burbling sound than a word.
"But you're right, it's fascinating to think that the Heart made all this," Craley went on. "Maybe it's all part of a plan, after all? Wouldn't that be stunning, like it really cared about us? And you look at that corridor. It's like the Heart thought this might happen one day; that someone would make doorways and we'd pass between them. It knew we'd pass between worlds, Freemantle, can you imagine that?"
"Bleurgh," said Freemantle, trying to say something about how awe-inspiring it was and coming out with nonsense.
Craley laughed. "You see it, of course you do; you're an observer. It's beautiful. All this time we've thought it was Avia's plan we were following, dealing with a world cast into chaos by the Heart when it tore itself apart, but what if there's more to it than that, and the Heart really does love us?" Now there was wonder in her voice. "Who drove Avia mad after all? Who brought her the visions of Saint Ignifer?"
Freemantle felt his world, already upside-down, rattle hard. "What are you saying?"
"I'm saying the Heart may have meant for all of this to happen! It killed its twin, it tore itself apart, but still it loved us. Some part of its mind built this place so that we could one day come together, and face the enemy that it also made. It amazes me that the Heart might really love us, and really want us to succeed."
Freemantle opened his mouth. "So-"
"So it made the observers," said Craley. "It left the corridor. It made the doors possible to open. I couldn't have opened them if they weren't already there, Freemantle. This is the Heart's work we're doing, and it's compassionate. It loves us and wants us to do well. Maybe we even have to save it."
Freemantle gulped. That was enough. It muddled everything he knew, but it made a beautiful kind of sense. He blinked, seeing clearly perhaps for the first time. "You're right." 
This seemed to delight Craley. "I am? I am, aren't I? Perhaps you can find a way to tell the other observers. They'd love to know this. We are not alone. There are other worlds, and they are just like us, even though they're, hmm, gas bubbles. We all come from the Heart."
Freemantle nodded as the epiphany took root in him and grew strong. Of course this was whom he'd served for so long. This was why he'd watched over the world, guiding it with his thoughts, judging it, knowing it. For this. 
"I'll try to find a way," he said. "I want to tell them too. This is amazing."
Craley nodded. She spread her arms again, so happy she could barely contain herself. "I'm so glad you see it."
"And are they all like this? All the rooms?"
At that a cloud fell over Craley's face. "No. Sadly, they're not. Come and see."
She strode out of the room past Freemantle and moved one door down. There she laid his hand on the handle. 
"This one's different. Brace yourself."
She opened the door inward, and they both looked through onto nothing. It wasn't a room but a shapeless blackness, with only a few lights peppering the inside, like distant stars. Freemantle felt himself growing woozy and nauseous, tipping slowly forward. 
Craley shut the door before he could fall through. 
"That's what the Rot's done, I expect. We're looking out into the Darkness. I'm sure there used to be a world there too, but now it's gone. I checked about fifty of these doors, and more than half of them are like this. Others are like the first room, and some of them even have people inside, like you."
Freemantle thought he might faint. This on top of the rest? "Wha- you mean, other observers?"
"Other observers," Craley echoed, nodding cheerfully. "They were all just as stunned as you to have me walk through their walls, where there had never been doors before. I couldn't get any of them to step outside, but I think with time, you could."
"Do what? Why would I-?"
"You want to organize," she said brightly. "I need you to, I expect. I couldn't really talk to many of them, they don't have the same language as us and some of them look very strange, but then that's your job. You passed through the Heart's path for an observer, so you're different from me. I wouldn't want to communicate by belching out gassy chemicals, but it might be fine for you." She winked. "We need that. If I'm going to hunt down the Rot and harness it, to stop it from turning all these worlds," she spread her arms to encompass both wings of he corridor, "to black, then I'll need your help to rally them before it's too late."
Freemantle swallowed. It was a lot of responsibility, suddenly, a great deal more than just sitting in his room peering through the veil. He hadn't been outside of his room for hundreds of years, and now there were countless other rooms with other observers in them? Would they make a Council of their own? It seemed strange and terrifying, but also it was also enticing. There was something exciting about the prospect of meeting others. He'd reveled in having Sen these past months; now he could talk with other worlds, and share their experiences. 
He cleared his throat. "So you'll hunt the Rot?"
"Of course," said Craley, "and find the Heart if I can."
"Find the Heart," Freemantle repeated, as if this was perfectly normal.
"That's right, and help it out. I'll also catalog all of these worlds, or I'll help you with that." She gestured to the doors. "I'm an excellent librarian."
The situation was already far out of Freemantle's control. He felt like a child out in the world for the first time. "I'm sure you are."
"I am. Now shall we go back?"
They went back. They sat in Freemantle's room, where he felt more comfortable. They talked until there was nothing more to say, discussing the world and the Worlds and the Heart. They talked until Freemantle was no longer in shock but beyond it, exhausted by the scope of what lay ahead. At last Craley rose to her feet. 
"I have to go now," she said.
"So soon?" Freemantle asked. The panic was there again, but not so bad as ever before. There was a door in his cell wall, and many more doors to open. "Where do you need to go?"
"There's someone waiting for me. But don't worry, I'm sure I'll come back." Another wink. "As I said, we'll need your help. Learn these people, Freemantle, learn their worlds and their heroes. We'll need them all when the time comes."
Freemantle nodded, though he was baffled. He rose to his feet and looked about for something to give Craley, some food, a backpack, but of course there was nothing. 
Craley smiled. "I'll be fine. It's just beginning, really. And thank you. You're a good man, Freemantle. You were good to my father and you've been good to me. I'm leaving the world in good hands."
Tears rose in Freemantle's eyes again. Everything was changing, in this room that had been his prison for so long. At last he was free. Craley gave him another hug. 
"I'll see you soon," Craley said. "There's much work ahead. 
"Goodbye."   
Craley nodded, then strode out of the door and turned left. With that she was gone, and moments later the sound of her footfalls was gone too. 
Freemantle stood before the doorway for a long time, waiting for some internal stability to come. Everything truly was different now. The presence of a door thrilled and terrified him. His automatic reaction was to plug into the veil and hunker into the world to watch the people he knew, the descendants he loved, and bury himself that way. 
But by doing that he'd be making himself a prisoner, when that's never what he'd truly been. He'd accepted this role from the start, no matter how much he'd regretted it in the years that followed, and now he would accept this new role too. The Heart had never asked him for more than he was capable of giving.
Plus there were others now, observers just like him. They were waiting for him to come, each probably more scared and alone than he was, unable to understand what had happened. He tried to imagine a bizarre figure coming through his wall, different to him in shape and tongue, showing its teeth in a grin, pointing back the way it had come and trying to communicate in bubbles or some other unforeseen way. It would have terrified him. 
But they were chosen, like him. They'd be sitting now staring at their doors and waiting. He couldn't disappoint them. It was time to put three hundred years of observations to the test. He walked to the door and stepped out again, for the first time alone. 
 



 
 
CRALEY SHARK IV
 
 
Craley walked a long time. She walked the length of the white, until it seemed she must have reached the vanishing point at the end of the corridor, then she walked on further.
She knew where she was going. She'd already seen it as she crossed through the veil, and faced down the nightmarish visions trying to block her path; yet for Craley they hadn't been nightmares, but dreams. She'd envisioned a Heart that was whole and at one with itself. She'd seen a hundred thousand worlds working together as one, with the Rot as a balanced, essential component. 
They had filled her with joy. Sen had been there too, her Sen, standing beside her.
"We can build this," he'd said. "You and me, Craley."
It was everything she'd wanted. It didn't matter that when she'd turned to face her father, she saw the deep wound in his chest, with the bloody knife in her own hand. 
"We can build it," he'd said. Then his face turned gray and he fell like ash to the floor. 
It was sad, but next to everything they were going to build it didn't matter. Craley had looked out over the worlds and rejoiced. 
Now she walked on, and the Rot at that moment seemed very far away, even though she knew almost all of the doors she was passing were empty on the other side, looking into the Darkness that came before. 
Gradually the corridor changed to reflect that. Its white walls faded to gray, and in places trickles of a yellow fluid leaked down from the doorjambs, gathering in garish puddles garish atop the gray-white floor. As she progressed things only grew grimmer. The pale light faded until she was moving in a dusky shadow. The ceiling receded downward, and the floor splashed with foul yellow liquid like a sewer. The doors to either side shrank, becoming twisted organic balls like the trees of Indura, diseased things that wouldn't budge when she pushed on them. 
Instinctively she knew these were the worlds lost long ago, already deep in the Rot's churning belly. This was the train of its passage, slowly gorging on all that the Heart had created. Beyond these doors, if she could open them, would not be the clean black of the Darkness that existed before the Heart, but something worse, filled with putrescence and decay.
The ceiling dripped and closed in tighter. For the first time since coming to this strange in-between space a shiver of fear ran through her. The liquid underfoot was cold and stung like the slop in her first father's den. The ceiling shrank tighter and she had to crouch to continue, then drop to her hands and knees. She crawled through the filth into darkness, until finally she reached a dead end. 
In the wall there was a small puckered hole, barred by no door. It looked cancerous, like a slit in living flesh leading through into the pulsing dark core of the Heart. It was only as wide as her wrist. 
She pushed one hand in. 
The edges were slick and shivered like flesh at her touch. This caused the Heart pain. She felt the Rot closing in around her, squeezing its throat tight on all sides to choke her. The floor throttled up around her body, the walls snapped her ribs inward, the ceiling crushed into her skull. She stretched through the wall until her shoulder was tight against the wall, straining for something, anything on the other, before the corridor ate her alive.
"Help!" she shouted, but it was too late to go back now. Her vision began to gray as the corridor squeezed, and she cried out again. 
"Help me, please!"
Then something on the other side seized her. It pulled, tugging her arm so hard she thought it would rip off, until the hole opened to admit her. Her head sucked into the wound, then her body, and she slithered through and into a dark space beyond. 
Her body slumped on a dark floor and she gasped, covered in blood and shivering. Her clothes had been torn away by the hole, leaving her naked and vulnerable. There were voices above and she looked up. Six figures were circled around her, and one of them Craley knew. She was looking down now with such intense compassion that Craley almost burst into tears. She had dark hair and dark gray eyes that saw the motes of distant worlds in their depths. 
"Avia," Craley said. 
"Craley Shark," Avia answered. She dropped to her knees and rested her hands on Craley's shoulders. She was older than Craley had expected, and different from the pictures she'd seen in countless Aradabar books, but she was beautiful still and powerful, and in that moment she seemed more like a mother than she'd ever imagined possible. "We've been waiting for you for a long time."
She felt a curious nausea well up with her. 
"It's all right Craley, you're with us now. Hold on."
Craley turned back to the others, unfamiliar castes who were now seated at various places around this small dark room, a machine of some kind like the rising platform in the Aigle, with a long black glass at the fore. Through it Craley could see stars, as though she'd been born into the constellations of all Sen's heroes far up in the sky.
Gray filled her vision. 
"We have her," Avia called, "now get us out of here."
Before she fell into unconsciousness Craley felt the machine pull away from the turgid corridor. Through the front glass she saw the field of stars shift, and knew they were leaving Freemantle and Sen and everything she'd ever known behind. They were headed to the stars in the black, to a thousand thousand other worlds across the Corpse, to rescue the Heart and together raise Saint Ignifer on them all. 
 
THE END
 



 
 
AUTHOR'S NOTE
 
 
The Rot's War has been quite an expedition. Originally written in 2008 right after I wrote the first draft of The Saint's Rise, I've barely revisited it since. While I was redrafting and hammering away for 4 years at multiple versions of The Saint's Rise (then titled Saint Ignifer's Rise) in hopes of getting a publishing deal, The Rot's War (then titled Saint Ignifer's War) languished. 
Returning to it now after 10 years away has been a revelation, both in some of the things I was doing wrong in storytelling back then, but also a revelation in the weird, wondrous stuff I was coming up with. Crammed with ideas and characters, it read more like a series of short stories connected loosely by fragments of Sen's narrative. It was also an overwritten jungle, packed with flurries of adjectives and breathless run-on sentences. On top of that, the underlying plot mechanics were fuzzy and uncertain, because I hadn't fully worked them out myself. 
Returning to edit this book in the last four months, starting March 2018 after I completed book 9 of my apocalypse series The Last Mayor, I began to realize how much work lay ahead. The jungle had to be tamed. More than anything, I wanted to tether the book's phantasmagoric wildness to a clear, clean narrative throughline. I think I've accomplished that, but of course you will be the judge. There are still plenty of characters, and the world is crazy, and everyone gets an emotional arc at the same time, but there is a through-line there that I couldn't see ten years ago.
Ten years. Phew.
It's been fun to 'talk' with that old version of myself, through the editing process. I can't say how many times I've rewritten a section, only to unearth some old revision from a previous version of me, where I'd rewritten it in almost exactly the same way. I guess I haven't changed that much. 
Thank you to those who have had faith in this series, my original magnum opus: in particular to Rob Nugen, who always offers incredibly generous encouragement and advice, and to Katy Page, who has been requesting that I return to Sen's world for years. 
In total there are numerous new chapters in the '2nd edition', with some large sections cut, and not a single part unaltered in some way. As with Book 1, I cut around 10,000 words and added some 40,000 new.
And book 3? When I get over the exhaustion of all this jungle-taming, book 3 is on the docket. I can't wait to take the world of Sen, Craley and assorted generals forward as their war against the Rot evolves... 
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