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Office of the Principal Secretary

For: Her Most Excellent Majesty Zelenka Haugenate Imperatrix

Marked: Most Secret, Eyes Only

Your Imperial Majesty,

You have asked for a précis of matters as regards the arcane task force and their efforts ahead of your meeting with the Privy Council tomorrow afternoon. The happy burden of analysis falls to me. Mindful of your injunction to “treat [Your Most Excellent Majesty] as a simpleton with no knowledge of any of these matters whatever” – though I have no doubt at all that you are intimately familiar with much of what follows – it is my great pleasure to provide the following, which I trust shall assist.

The Arcane Task Force

The task force is being tolerably helmed by Zénaïde Gagnier, the Chief Custodian of the Royal Corps of Engineers. Other members include:


	• Her Excellency Ambassador Renata Rainer

	• Captain Joseph Lyzander (190th West Kovan Regt)

	• Azura Ozolinsh MRCE

	• Yelena Tesařik (a private citizen of Draedaland)

	• Lieutenant Peter Kleist (166th Badenburg Regt)1



Matters thus far have largely involved accruing proscribed materials: documents, notes, journals, et cetera, from Castle Oldenburg, and the same from Zetland,2 which, given the great distances involved, has taken some time. Another point of focus has been obtaining an unredacted copy of the (illegal) Neman Conformist Bible. The Conformist Bible contains an apocrypha explicitly rejected by the Neman Victorianist orthodoxy, within which is a section called the “Prophecies of Zabriel” (hereafter the “Prophecies”). The Prophecies were first brought to the attention of Ambassador Renata Rainer by the Stygion Mer-men, and are important because they are alleged to contain details about, inter alia, the Great Silence.

The Great Silence

Your Majesty will of course recall that the Great Silence3 is in fact the “Vorr”. The Vorr are thought to be a race of interdimensional / interplanar devourers / vampyres, creatures who feed on the spiritual essence (or “soul”) of mortal creatures when they cross the threshold of death.4 Whether or not any of this is true and accurate of course remains to be seen, but my personal recommendation is that the Imperial Household continue to treat it as such until the contrary is firmly demonstrated. Whatever the true nature of matters, there can be no question that an arcane cataclysm has overtaken the holy dimensions, and it does not profit the Empire to treat this matter with scepticism.

How the Vorr came to be released, and how they can be returned, is a question the arcane task force was formed to answer. As I understand matters, the Stygion Mer-men have informed the Imperial Office (once again via Ambassador Rainer) that the Vorr were hitherto confined to a psychic “prison dimension” within one part of the afterlife, and were released either by design (by demonic elements within the afterlife {with inscrutable motives}) or accident. Ambassador Rainer herself claims to have been afforded a vision by Akhaber5 in the Temple of Nema Victoria, in which the forces of heaven held – and continue to hold – the Vorr at bay without the Golden City. It is of course impossible to independently verify such claims, though in all my dealings with the ambassador, I have not found her to be untruthful. Notwithstanding, it may be that the death of her half-sister (Amara Rainer, a linguist and known pacifist agitator) has affected her mental faculties more than she herself realises.

The Mind-Rot Plague

Your Majesty will recall the testimony of Yelena Tesařik (more on her below), who has been acting as the concubine of Count Lamprecht von Oldenburg for the better part of a decade. It was Ms Tesařik who informed us as to the provenance of the plague in Draedaland: a death cult of Draedists known as the Selureii, who (perhaps unwittingly, we shall never know) exposed themselves to the afterlife at a time when it had already become infested with the Vorr. In so doing, they made conduits of themselves, allowing the mind rot to propagate amongst the living via skin contact. Ms Tesařik informed the royal household that von Oldenburg had discovered a way to en-thrall and enslave the infected (known as “vacants”) with a stated aim of utilising them to destroy the nations of Casimir and Sanque. Your Majesty authorised the dispatch of Colonel Atanasov and 20,000 men to kill or capture Count von Oldenburg. In the meantime, the pagan kingdoms have been quarantined. There is nothing to currently suggest that the contagion has spread any further south; I am keeping a close eye on developments.

Arcane Artefacts

Another priority of the task force is to locate and recover several magickal artefacts, or “thaumic amplifiers”. The first of these is the so-called “Blood Stone”, a large ruby which was, until several months ago, possessed by the Kasari Spiritsraad.6 The Blood Stone was given to Ambassador Rainer during the diplomatic mission’s diversion through the wolfman capital, though it was subsequently lost during the Casimiran assault on Port Gero. As I understand matters, the Blood Stone is considered significant because it is the only magickal artefact in existence with enough raw thaumaturgic energy to open the Eye of the Sea.7 In light of this risk, Your Majesty will recall authorising fortification works on the Iris Isles to bolster the defences there.

The second artefact is much more mysterious in nature. Your Majesty will recall the testimony of Lt Peter Kleist, who returned from the New East with much of his vital viscera absent, speaking of a hybrid race of cat mutants known as the “Kato”. The Kato replicate via a process of sorcerous vivisection, which is instigated with a golden spearhead (the artefact in question). During the course of his own transformation – which went off half-cocked before the man escaped – Lt Kleist was afforded a sequence of visions. The task force believes these visions to be important clues; alas, Mr Kleist cannot recall them with any clarity (see Next Steps below). The arcane task force is further agreed that the golden spearhead is likely to be significant, and should be recovered.

Next Steps

I am due to meet with the task force at the end of this week to hear their latest proposals for action. This is almost certain to involve a séance in one form or another; the task force has been accruing materials on the subject with a view to venturing to a part of the afterlife untouched by the Vorr (I am assured that these exist; see my note re Akhaber above). I am wary of this proposal: the scope for calamity is vast (see my note re the mind rot above).

My efforts to infiltrate Ms Tesařik’s “Magpie Alley Foundation” (hereafter the MAF) continue to prove fruitless. Your Majesty will recall the MAF is a clandestine collection of undesirables – Conformists, pagans, witches, et cetera – who have made it their business to monitor the health of the afterlife in much the same way the Bruta Sarkan did. The MAF is currently operating in parallel to the arcane task force, raking over materials recovered from Castle Oldenburg which are – ostensibly – too dangerous for the likes of Gagnier et al. This is a most unsatisfactory state of affairs;8 but given Ms Tesařik’s superior knowledge, thanks to both her acquaintance with Draedic sorceries and her long association with Count Lamprecht von Oldenburg, one we must tolerate for the time being.

I trust that is enough to take to the Privy Council. Should Your Majesty have any further questions, She should not hesitate to contact me at any time, day or night.

I have the honour to be, &c.

[image: Signature of E. Bosko]

Emmanuel Bosko

Principal Secretary to the Empress

Footnotes

1 Lt Kleist is in the process of resigning his commission and shall shortly become a private citizen.

2 Your Majesty will recall that Zetland was the old Templar fortress in the Prinzpatriate of Reichsgard, where the Bruta Sarkan monastic sect was headquartered (before they were destroyed).

3 Being the extinguishment of every soul, angel, demon, demigod, et cetera, in the afterlife.

4 This act of consumption is widely agreed to be responsible for the aethereal screaming and weeping which many in the city claim to be able to hear, particularly at night.

5 The patron saint of siblings and a member of the Detian Pantheon.

6 Your Majesty will recall that the shamans of the Spiritsraad were subsequently detained by the Casimiran-sponsored southern wolfmen (the “Sudreiks”) during the fall of Port Talaka. Officially they remain captive; in fact, reliable sources have confirmed they are all killed.

7 The physical gateway to the afterlife, located under the Iris Isles and guarded by the Stygion.

8 Ms Tesařik’s recalcitrance on the subject is, unfortunately and somewhat validated and fortified by the insanity and subsequent violent death of my agent Mr Grieve, a matter which Your Majesty is already familiar with.







Prologue

The Moth and the Wolf

“A problem shared is a problem halved.”

SOVAN PROVERB
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Tropic of Azaria

WEST MERIDIAN OCEAN

“We might have her, sir.”

Captain Laine looked up from his map of the massive island chains of the West Meridian Ocean to see Second Lieutenant Mayer standing halfway down the steps. The man looked ruddy from windscour, but exultant.

“Where?” Laine demanded.

“Windward – port bow, heading east-by-north. Thick end of thirty miles, so Plesic reckons. The day is clear as a bell,” he added hastily as the captain cocked an eyebrow.

Laine exchanged a glance with his cabin’s other occupant – the Hyena’s master, a sturdy I’Kamataxian woman by the name of Kan Canek. She shrugged, which was about right for her. But if Mayer was correct, then she had performed a quite miraculous feat of navigation, even by her already high standards.

“All right. Let’s have it,” Laine said, throwing back the dregs of his coffee. “Have Vang make another pot of that, would you?” he called to Kan over his shoulder.

“She’s not alone, sir,” Mayer continued as Laine followed him up onto the quarterdeck. Laine pulled the collar of his greatcoat up about his jaw. The sun was shining and it was a brilliant blue day, but bitingly cold. Here the roaring south-easterlies – the infamous “Silk Winds” – cut along the southern hemisphere’s Tropic of Azaria like a blade of ice.

Laine walked smartly to the ship’s rail. Ahead of him stretched the endless blue of the Meridian Ocean, whipped to chop by the south-easterly and dancing with whitecaps. The air smelt of salt; above, gulls filled the sky with their trilling, waiting for the first hint of the Hyena’s overboard scraps.

“There, sir, abeam.”

Laine took out his spyglass and follow the line of Mayer’s finger. At the very farthest extent of visual range was the flash of a set of sails. No; the young second lieutenant was right; two sets.

“Where is Mr Parish?” Laine asked, referring to the Hyena’s first lieutenant.

“Aloft with Plesic, sir, on the maintop.”

Laine looked above, to the highest point of the mainmast. There the first lieutenant and the lookout – both of them Zyrahns, the latter no more than ten years old – mirrored Laine and Mayer with their own spyglasses.

“Morning, Captain!” the ship’s patria, Father Eugenius, said cheerfully, appearing on the quarterdeck behind him. He was a slight, diffident man, perennially wringing his salt-cracked hands. Like the rest of them he wore a thick blue greatcoat. He finished sucking a slice of lime and tossed the rind overboard.

“Father,” Laine murmured, squinting in the bright morning light.

“Is that the Suigyū?”

“We certainly hope so.”

“There is a rumour she has a pursuer.”

Laine turned briefly from his spyglass. “Is that so?”

Eugenius cut another slice of lime and sucked the juice from it. Again he threw it overboard, but this time an enterprising gull snatched it out of the air before it could land in the cold, fizzing waters of the West Meridian. The patria chuckled delightedly. “Of all of Nema’s creations, I think gulls are the most tenacious.”

Laine wasn’t listening. “Mr Parish!” he shouted up the mainmast.

“Morning, Captain!” the man called down cheerfully.

“What do you reckon?”

“Looks like the Suigyū to me, sir.”

“Aye, well,” Mayer said darkly. “He would say that to claim the pot.”

The crew had a long-running bet as to who would spot the Suigyū first, and as the weeks had gone by and the hands – and officers – had played cards and diced and otherwise gambled the time away, the pot had swollen to such unlikely proportions that Laine had had the purser lock it in her safe.

“He’d better split it with Plesic,” Laine muttered. He turned back to the maintop. “Who is that astern of the Suigyū?”

“Pirates, on the weather gauge,” Parish shouted back down. “Plesic reckons he’s seen the bow chaser in action once already.”

Laine again brought his spyglass up to his eye. “What do you think, Mr Mayer? Three hours?”

“Something in that order, sir.”

“Helm’s a-lee!” cried the helmsman – Chimalmat, another woman they’d taken from the I’Kamataxian continent.

“Raise tacks and sheets,” Laine murmured automatically to Mayer, his attention still on the distant Suigyū.

“Raise the tacks and sheets!” Mayer cried, and the frigate’s hands loosened the ropes holding the tacks of the lower sails. The Hyena’s head came up to the wind. “Watch those edges!”

“Something troubling you, Captain?” Eugenius asked.

“No trouble, Father. Somewhat vexing that our south-easterly should become a south-westerly on our one day of action.” He turned again to the old priest. “Perhaps you could beseech Nema for a change of heart?”

“I should sooner beseech Stygio for a change of heart. Or a” – Eugenius snorted – “change of tack.”

Laine chuckled. “Indeed.” His practised eyes watched as, a few minutes later, the weather edges of the mainsails began to shiver and flap.

“That’ll do, Mr Mayer.”

“Off tacks and sheets!” Mayer cried as they came head-to-wind. “That’s her in stays, sir.”

The Suigyū was now fine on the bow, and Laine strode down the deck to the forecastle to get a better look.

“Who are you?” he muttered to the interloper. Likely it was just pirates as Parish had said.

“Mainsail haul!” Mayer called from the quarterdeck, the man now a hundred feet behind him. The hands swung the yards round the masts and they were shunted firm there by the buffeting Silk Winds, and the bow dug deep into the chop as the stern was pushed through the wind, sending a great spray of water across the forecastle and into Laine. He wiped the frigid brine from his face, and spat, and immediately brought the spyglass back up. The wind was coming at them now dead ahead.

“By Nema,” Laine muttered as the frigid tropic wind cut through his greatcoat as though he were wearing nothing at all. He turned and examined the mizzenmast, and waited until the after sails were full. Once the Hyena had fallen off five points, and the Suigyū was on the bow on the lee side of the ship, more or less blocking their view of the pirates astern of her, he heard Mayer order the foresails to be brought into the wind again.

“Haul off all!” came the shout, and the hands gathered the foresheet aft. Men and wolfmen of all colours and creeds scurried aloft, clambering up the ratlines and across the ropes and yards until the latter were braced sharp up and the ship had completed its starboard tack.

Laine made his way back to the quarterdeck where Lieutenant Mayer stood. “I want to try and bring the Suigyū across us,” he said, tracing a line with his finger along the horizon. “Bring her heading three points large, north-east-by-north. Let’s signal when she gets closer, see if she understands what we’re trying to do.”

“You want to cross the pirates?”

“Give them a good raking, aye,” Laine said.

“You should do well to avoid colliding with the Suigyū,” Mayer said doubtfully. Laine clapped him on the shoulder, grinning. “Let them haul off, Mr Mayer. Besides, I rather think they should be grateful for it, do you not?”

“I should bloody well hope so, sir.”

“That’s the spirit. I’ll be below.”

[image: ]
Mayer came to fetch him another hour later. The Hyena had completed several more long tacks and the Suigyū – and it was indeed the Suigyū, there was no question of it now – was well within visual range and easily identifiable to all who cared to look. She was a lumbering blackwood galleon, a decade out of date by Sovan standards but fat and formidable in her own right. She rolled on the chop like a drunkard, her mainsails brilliant white against the blue sky, marked with symbols and foreign logograms, shouldering brine in great sprays off her bow.

Astern her, and keeping pace, was a Golden Islander brigantine.

“What in Kasivar’s name are they playing at?” Laine wondered out loud as he, Mayer, Parish – for the latter had climbed down from the maintop to join them – and now Kan, the ship’s master, all examined both the galleon and the chasing brigantine through their spyglasses.

They were on their penultimate starboard tack, and the Suigyū was just barely keeping ahead of the pirates. “Run up the signal, would you, Mr Parish? See if they have the faintest notion of what we are attempting.”

The orders were given and the flags were raised, a sequence of brightly coloured jacks reading: come ahead, three points large.

Laine examined the flags and sucked his teeth. “Let’s not beat about it, Mr Parish; give her a heading.”

Again the order was given and more flags were raised, this time directing the Suigyū to make north-east-by-north. They watched, tense, for a few moments.

“I wonder if she can do it,” Mayer muttered.

“She has the weather gauge, Mr Mayer, she has but to turn the wheel.”

They were close enough now to see the Suigyū’s Tsukumese deck officers peering back at them through their own spyglasses. Laine went so far as to gesture, frustrated, with his right hand. “Get to larboard, damn you,” he muttered.

The Suigyū began to turn. There was a cheer, and Laine looked down the length of the frigate to see the Hyena’s hands’ attention fixed on their quarry. They knew the flags – knew what Laine was trying to get the galleon to do – and knew that he had been successful.

“Here we go,” Laine said with relish, collapsing his spyglass and gripping the rail. “Ms Canek! Bring her about!”

“Aye, sir,” she replied, and began booming orders out to the hands to put the Hyena on to its final larboard tack.

“Mr Mayer: get you below and run out the larboard battery.”

“Aye, sir.”

Kan and the helmsman brought the Hyena across the wind, and the quarterdeck was given another great showering of frigid brine. Laine was too het up to even notice that his greatcoat was soaked through; his eyes were fixed solely on the brigantine now. The Golden Islanders realised – much too late – that they had fallen straight into his trap. As the Suigyū hauled off, her sails full and straining as she ran before the wind, they did their best to come about and so present an answering broadside. In fact they would have been better off sailing straight astern of the Hyena altogether and fleeing, and the Sovans would not have had a hope of catching them.

Instead, Laine shouted, “Let fly!” and the Hyena’s guns spoke one after the other as the frigate crossed the brigantine’s bow. They were so close that he could have thrown a rock and hit the pirates’ quarterdeck. They were definitely Golden Islanders, or at least the majority of them were. Not a wolfman amongst them, though, and if Laine had had the time and inclination he might have put the Hyena alongside and boarded the thing, and let his own tear them to bloody ribbons. There was nothing quite like a wolfman in the grip of its bloodlust, moving effortlessly amongst the shrouds and ratlines and decks and masts and killing at will. Only the Sovans, with their long-standing ties to the Kyarai, had been able to employ – or press – the Kasar into their navy in such a way.

The Hyena’s nine-pounders fired in vertically twinned pairs, one from the upper deck and one from the forecastle and quarterdeck, filling the air with the acrid tang of gunpowder. Fat white gouts of smoke erupted from the throat of each piece, and the balls were spat thunderously across the water and down the length of the brigantine’s deck. There they did their deadly work, smashing Golden Islanders to bloody bits, holing sails, snapping stays and shrouds. One shattered the enemy capstan; another clove the wheel into two splintered halves – and the helmsman with it. The Hyena rolled suddenly on the chop, and one of the balls sailed aloft and decapitated a man on the maintopsail yard. His corpse tumbled into the water.

The real prize was what came next. With the Hyena so positioned, most of its shots were aimed for the foremast and all of the lines and shrouds belayed there; and as the last of the frigate’s gun crews fired, the thing came down like a felled redwood, cracking and splintering and tumbling into the ocean. A half-dozen Golden Islanders went overboard with it, and Laine watched with savage glee as they thrashed about in the chop, taking in great lungsful of brine or treading water until their fellows rescued them or they were carried off by currents or sharks.

“Bring us about, Ms Canek,” he said to the beaming ship’s master, clapping her on the shoulder. The only shot that had answered from the brigantine – the only shot that could answer from the brigantine – was from her bow chaser, which had done nothing more than put a small hole in their foretopgallant. It had been a textbook encounter, and the captain’s log – to say nothing of the night’s brandy ration – would reflect it.

The Hyena came about to starboard. Now they were running before the Silk Wind, and their sails filled and the masts and yards strained, and they were flying across the West Meridian at ten knots pushing eleven, moving briskly past the Golden Islanders, who were now too far west to be given a broadside from the starboard battery.

“Well done, all,” Laine said as Mayer, Parish and Canek converged on him on the quarterdeck, the former ruddy and smelling of gunsmoke from the heat and exertion in the upper deck. “Bring us alongside the Suigyū, if you please, Ms Canek. Fetch me when we are ready to meet our envoy.”
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They made due east for several hours, taking advantage of the weather gauge. Laine spent most of the time in his cabin, examining navigational charts and maps of the island chains in this part of the West Meridian, as well as writing up their brief encounter with the brigantine and taking the Gunner’s report. They had spent balls and consumed powder, after all, and the Sovan naval armourers – the most miserly people in all the Empire – would want a detailed account before they parted with replacements.

The day wore on, and a few hours before dusk he felt the Hyena begin to slow as her sails were reefed. The deck above was alive with shouted orders, and he could hear shouts in Tsukumese, too, from the Suigyū, as she pulled alongside and lines were cast across the gap.

He stood and pulled his greatcoat on – Vang, his steward, had made a good go of drying it out over the galley stove – affixed his bicorne and made his way once again to the quarterdeck.

“Ah, Captain. I was just on my way to fetch you,” said Parish as Laine emerged.

Laine grunted an answer, his eyes on the Suigyū, whose enormous blackwood hull sat proud of the Hyena’s rail by six feet. On the galleon’s quarterdeck stood several officers, their uniforms concealed beneath thick woollen greatcoats, whilst at the rail were dozens of the Suigyū’s hands, rangy men and women with angular eyes and black hair. In and amongst the Tsukumos there were some Golden Islanders, too, as well as Tangaroans, Goharlanders, Hye Islanders and the odd I’Kamataxian. But whilst the crew – much like Laine’s own – was a cultural motley, there was no question which political authority they answered to. The enormous red moth stitched into the galleon’s foretopsail and the four logograms sitting at each corner of the mon left that in no doubt. This was a vessel of the Ayakashi Imperial Shōgunate, the largest and most formidable power in the southern hemisphere.

A rope ladder had been thrown between the two ships, and a Tsukumese man clad in a white silken gown and a pair of loose-fitting pantaloons clambered inexpertly across with his ditty bag. He was no sailor – but Sova had no need of sailors.

It needed sorcerers.

“Welcome aboard the INS Hyena,” Laine said, with Lieutenants Parish and Mayer – as well as Father Eugenius, since they were dealing with matters arcane – standing behind him in a loose chevron of greeting. They all doffed their bicornes. “I am Captain Jason Laine. You must be Mr Kuroda.”

The man bowed. “Captain Laine,” he said in heavily accented Saxan. “I am Kaito Kuroda.”

Laine briefly glanced up at the Suigyū’s officers, one of whom – likely the greybeard – was certainly the captain. He raised his hand in salutation, and received a tipped brim in return.

“My captain means you no disrespect, sir,” Kuroda said. “But he does not speak Saxan, and has no desire to complicate and delay matters.”

“That suits me just fine, Mr Kuroda,” Laine said. “Mr Parish, cast us off, please.”

“Aye, sir,” Parish said, and then, loudly, breaking everyone from their reverie, “Cast off! Bring in those lines, be about it!”

The decks of both ships erupted in activity as the hands began to untie the lines and cast off from one another.

“This way, please, Mr Kuroda,” Laine said, steering the man toward his cabin. “You too, Father. This is Father Eugenius, by the way.”

“Nema’s blessings, Onmyoji Kuroda,” Eugenius said.

“Megami Nema ni tsukaeshi tomo yo. Douka, yoshinani,” Kuroda said, bowing low. “And to you.”

“You might as well come along too, Mr Parish,” Laine said, catching the lieutenant’s expression.

“Very good, sir.”

“Ms Canek?”

“Aye, sir?”

“Set course for Sova.”







I

A Held Breath

“The legacy of the tyrant is always a fleeting thing, for he is unable to build, only destroy. His laws and reforms extract the lifeblood from public works like a parasite, and concentrate it in the hands of the already wealthy. His accomplishments are the labours of his predecessor, whilst his failures must be unpicked at great expenditure of time and treasure by his successor. His executive is staffed exclusively by the inexpert, the incompetent, the fraudulent. He is feared and loathed during his premiership, and ridiculed and scorned in posterity. Yet we must suffer the tyrant to govern, for the memory of the enfranchised is short, and shortens by the year.”

SATIRIST AND PAMPHLETEER BILIOUS JOSEPH
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Public Baths

SOVA

Silence. Not the Great Silence, just a local one. More a stillness than a silence, for this was a public bathhouse.

She sat in the hot mineral waters drawn from the Myočvaran wetlands, which stretched for several miles to the east of the city of Sova. The Sovan bathhouse was an institution in itself, patronised by kings and emperors and the equestrian classes of the city for hundreds of years. Some, particularly senators, came to do business here, and treated it as a social club; most came for the water’s restorative properties. The legend went that the water of the Myočvaran wetlands came from the Myočvara itself – the purgatorial marshes of the afterlife; spillover from the ancient magickal cataclysm, imbued with mystical arcane properties.

But for Renata, it was neither social nor medicinal.

It was practice.

She used to come here with Maruska and his big brass naval chronometer, and they would spend an hour or two in a private chamber, holding their breath underwater for as long as possible. The trick, he had taught her, was to remain calm. The urge to breathe was the body’s confection, and could be safely ignored for a great many minutes. He would tell questionable tales from his youth, in which he would have swimming competitions with the Sovans just over the border in Reichsgard. They would leap into the turbid Reka Estuary, where the river broadened and deepened and flowed out into the Zyrahn Straits, and see who could dive down the forty feet to the riverbed and return with a handful of silt to prove it.

She indulged the memory, though it made her melancholy. It had been a month since Maruska’s murder at the hands of the Knackerman, but the memory – to say nothing of the pain – was as fresh as if it had happened yesterday.

Just a messenger. And the message is: judgement.

She surfaced from the water with enough breath for a frustrated sigh, and groped for a towel to dry her eyes.

“I thought I might find you here.”

“Bloody Nema!” she shouted.

“Good gods, Ren,” Lyzander chuckled, handing her a towel. She snatched it from him and dried her face. “I thought you knew I was here.”

“How could I have known?” she muttered, gesturing to the sulphurous waters. The bath itself was a square pool ten feet to a side and five feet deep, tiled with a faded wolf-themed mosaic. At the far end of the chamber was a door, currently closed and locked, which led to the main bath complex.

“Sorry,” Lyzander said. He looked somewhat rakish, unshorn and wearing a loose-fitting shirt unbuttoned to the mid-breastbone and black linen pantaloons. Renata hadn’t seen him in his army uniform for some time – not since he had been seconded to the so-called “arcane task force”.

“It’s fine,” she muttered, wringing out her hair. “You shouldn’t be in here.” She said it because she felt as though she should, not because she particularly wanted him to leave.

Lyzander waggled his fingers. “Think of the scandal!” he said, grinning; then he sat, insouciant, on the bench beneath the high window that formed the chamber’s sole source of ventilation.

Renata rolled her eyes. She had long ago learnt that Lyzander’s devil-may-care attitude was not confined to the anarchic insanity of the North Kyarai; rather, and frustratingly, it seemed to be an innate part of him.

“How did you do?” he asked her, nodding to the chronometer.

“You tell me.”

“Four and a half minutes. Impressive.”

“I’ve gone for longer before.”

Lyzander opened his mouth to make a joke, but thought better of it. “I’ve just come back from my meeting with the Privy Council.”

Renata immediately shook her head. “Not yet. Just give me a little longer.”

“You’re going under again?”

She massaged her temples. “No, I just… I don’t want to think about it. All of it. Just for a few more minutes. I come here for the peace, more than anything.”

Lyzander nodded. He was serious now. “I should have waited. I’m sorry.”

She waved him off. “No, no, it’s fine,” she said. “Actually, I’m glad you’re here. Why don’t you join me?”

“I don’t have a bathing costume.”

Renata plucked the string tie open at the front of her weighted bathing shift. “Well, now,” she said, “neither do I.”
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There was something about the act of sex which allowed her to truly switch off from the burdensome weight of events. With Alistair, her supposed beau, whom she had studiously avoided since her return to Sova, the act had been… not entirely devoid of passion, but more often than not pedestrian.

With Lyzander, and because of the extraordinary circumstances they found themselves in, their coupling was ferociously all-consuming. It was a drug, one that untethered her from the dark and bleak reality that constantly pressed down on her like the palms of a strangler. For the length of their sex, there was nothing except the contours of his body, the feeling of his mouth on hers, on her neck, her breasts, his hands on her buttocks, and then –

And then –

And then –

Release.

Whether by fingers or tongue, he always gave her that – knew she needed it – that trembling, toe-curling, thigh-clenching, spine-arching release.

She returned the favour with her mouth, tasting the mineral salts of the bathwater on him, eager to prolong the moment, the delirium, even though her climax was falling away and dismal reality was rushing back to the forefront of her mind like a tidal wave. But theirs was a burden shared; did the man not deserve every second of his own release, too?

Finally it was done, his arrival heralded by a great heaving spasm. She directed his emissions onto herself out of consideration for subsequent patrons of the bathhouse – an amusing thought which she would tell him later, and he would laugh – and then cruel reality reasserted itself, and she was just another cold, wet, naked mortal being pulled along by the crushing exigencies of state.
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Half an hour later, they were dried and dressed and walking down the Schwartzheide, four acres of parkland abutting the River Sauber. Here the hot summer air was filled with the smell of tanneries and coalsmoke from the unsociable trades district and medical waste from the surgeries on Blood Street, whilst the Sauber itself was brown with an iridescent sheen from the chemical outflow in Shank’s Harbour. It wasn’t the most pleasant of promenades in Sova, but it had the benefit of being devoid of prying eyes and wagging tongues.

“Let’s have it then,” Renata said eventually. “What did the Privy Council say?”

Following the Empress’ decree that a task force be formed to examine, ameliorate the effects of, and ultimately remedy the prophesied Great Silence, it had been quickly subjected to the mercy – and ridicule – of the Imperial bureaucracy. Over the past month, the task force had managed to reduce their point of contact within the government to a single subcommittee of the Privy Council, and by unanimous vote, had appointed Lyzander as their sole representative. There was no authority high enough, no threat of punishment dire enough, to faze him. The man was clinically incapable of being intimidated – which was just as well, for there were a large number of extraordinarily angry politicians and businessmen who thought the prophecy was utter nonsense.

“Well, you can probably guess.”

“Whale oil? Still?” Renata groaned.

“Your peace treaty with the Stygion has killed off the Sovan whaling industry in a stroke. It’s impressive, really.”

“The Stygion are providing whale carcasses—”

“It’s not enough. Not by half.”

“I don’t think the Senate appreciates how much of a concession that is for them. For the Thrice Queen. The funerary whalefall rites are an important part of their culture—”

“They know, Ren. They know. They just don’t care. People are losing money. And the Casimirs are making it instead. Hand over fist. At this point in time your greatest enemy is not the Vorr but the South Seas Trading Company. Followed closely by the Imperial Bank of Sova and the Board of Trade – and the North Sea Exchange, the Imperial Stocks Exchange, Koenig and Keller Mercantile—”

“I take the point,” Renata snapped. Postcoital, she was doubly irritable.

“I’m not joking, Ren. The pressure in the Senate is reaching unmanageable levels. These people bend the Empress’ ear daily.”

“And you bend it back. Which I’m sure you enjoy.”

It was a cheap barb, but in the hot, stinking afternoon air, she could not help herself.

“Have I not demonstrated my affection for you? A dozen times over?” Lyzander asked, much more fairly than she deserved.

“You have,” she muttered. “Of course you have.” Part of her felt ridiculous for provoking such arguments. These were earthly, mortal trifles after all, hardly important in the scheme of events. But her relationship with Lyzander formed one of the very few avenues of escape from an otherwise all-encompassing burden that she had inherited. She and the other members of the task force spent every waking hour dedicated to unlocking the secrets of the afterlife, and all the while every person who died ran the gauntlet of a ghastly postmortem consumption at the hands – or the mouths, rather – of the Vorr. There was not even Amara’s irrepressibility to cheer her. If Lyzander’s attention and affections were returned to Zelenka Haugenate Imperatrix, he removed from her the only sliver of joy and humanity she still took from the world.

“What else?”

“Nothing you will not hear again from Bosko tomorrow morning.”

“Still no news about von Oldenburg? Where is Colonel Atanasov? She should have stopped him weeks ago.”

Lyzander could only shrug. “No sense in speculating.”

“‘No sense in speculating’? Half of everything we do is pure supposition.”

“Aye, well. At least we are doing something.”

They walked past the Senate House, and then cut across the desiccated grass and stood at the balustrade of the embankment. Lyzander bent down and picked up a handful of gravel, and idly threw the stones into the Sauber. Behind them, Assembly Square gathered nothing but dust and old pamphlets; it seemed even the rancorous Sovan commonfolk could not be tempted to congregate in the heat of a summer’s afternoon.

“They asked if you’d had any more visions,” he said quietly, not taking his eyes off the river.

“Because they think me mad? With grief?” The vision she’d had in the Temple of Nema – of Akhaber, the bird-headed patron saint of siblings, telling her that Amara’s immortal essence resided in the Golden City – felt like a memory of a description of someone else’s dream. But try as she might, and no matter how many times she revisited the chapel, she could not replicate the experience. “No,” she said, before he could reply. “I have not. Do you not think I would have said something?”

“I’m just telling you what they said.”

Renata took one of the stones from his hand and threw it into the river. “I know. I am sorry,” she added, but he waved her off. They stood in silence for a little while longer, watching the brown waters of the Sauber as they flowed out of the city. “Part of me wonders whether I am mad with it.” She took another stone and threw that, too. “I miss her, Joseph. So very much. A month later and it is no easier to endure.”

“Do you want to visit her grave again? I’ll come with you.”

She shook her head. “No. Not now. I want to see Velimir before it gets too late.”

“How is the good Colonel Glaser getting on?” Lyzander murmured.

“Not well,” Renata sighed. “Not well at all.”
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She walked back through the Schwartzheide, crossed the Baden Bridge and made her way up the highway. Half a mile ahead of her, the defunct fortifications of Wolfgate marked the northern boundary of the old city; now its enormous two-headed wolf colossus watched over nothing more than an endless procession of cows being steered into the Fleischfelder livestock markets. The stench of thousands of animals and their dung was trapped in the air by a heavy layer of the city’s coalsmoke, and on hot summer days was intolerable.

The Summit of the Prefects rose out of this fug several hundred feet to her left, and she walked up the broad cypress-tree-lined boulevard into that gated and guarded precinct for Sova’s ultra-wealthy. She made directly for Colonel Glaser’s house, where he had been convalescing on his return from Port Gero. After the Knackerman’s attack, he would never regain his sight.

“My dear Renata,” Velimir said, opening the door. He was a far cry from the well-heeled, urbane gentlemen she had first met several months before. Now he looked exhausted and harried, his face marked by fresh wrinkles and stress lines, his stubble and hair greying prematurely. This was only partly due to Glaser. The market turmoil was exacting its own toll on the city’s wealthy.

“Did Zorica—”

“Finally gave up,” he muttered, bringing Renata into the entrance hall. “Can’t say I blame the poor girl.”

He gestured for her to make for the drawing room, and a few minutes later they were both sitting in beautifully upholstered chairs, nursing crystal tumblers of brandy.

“Has there been any change?” Renata asked.

“No,” Velimir muttered. “I’ve managed to get him to sit in the garden awhile, and join me for the odd meal. But the rest of the time he is in his office here, mumbling and muttering. He has commissioned tactile maps of the Kyarai and spends all day running his hands over them and re-fighting its loss. ‘If only Klossner had met them here’, ‘If only we had left the south battery a day earlier’, ‘If only the Navy had done this that and the other’. He keeps the curtains drawn.” He paused, taking a sip of his brandy. “Why does he need the curtains drawn? He cannot see either way. The physician said it was better for him – important for him – to get some sunlight.” Another sip, another silence. “Bloody fool.”

Renata toyed with her tumbler.

“Has anyone else come to visit him?”

“Oh, people come and go. Officers from the Life Guards. Privy Councillors. Other functionaries. He dismisses them all. I fear he is doing great damage to his social circle. His blindness has bred in him a ferocious resentment.”

“I’m sure he will adapt,” Renata said uncertainly.

“Perhaps. I have not seen him like this before. He was always so self-possessed. Now he raves about all manner of things. I am probably more familiar than most with the Neman Creed, but some of the things he talks about… well, it sounds like lunacy. Apocalyptic nonsense.” He sighed. “Of course, I know it is difficult, I’ll not pretend otherwise. But he is loved. He is adored by his soldiers. He is respected by his peers. Blindness is the end of one’s sight, but not of one’s life. The Raimund I know would adapt and overcome. The Raimund I knew.”

“Perhaps you should get him a dog?” Renata thought suddenly. “I have known sightless people to keep them. Not just for companionship. They can be trained to assist with all manner of things.”

Velimir considered this whilst examining the upholstery. “It’s not a bad idea,” he allowed eventually.

Renata thought about the Knackerman, the reanimated corpse of Herschel digging his thumbs into Glaser’s eyes, the horror of it all. Velimir would never understand – could never be allowed to.

“The circumstances of the colonel’s blinding—”

“Are a state secret, yes. I do not need to be reminded that I’m not allowed to know.”

“Please just… be patient. He has endured no small measure of horror – over and above the nature of the injury itself.”

Velimir sighed. “I must sound like such a heel, complaining like this.”

“Not at all.”

“I just want the old version of him back.”

“I understand completely.”

Velimir chuckled. “Your profession was well chosen.”

She smiled briefly, and saw off the rest of her brandy. “Do you mind if I see him?”

“If he will be seen. He is in his office. You remember the way.”

Renata set the tumbler down and left the drawing room, and made her way upstairs. She approached Glaser’s office slowly, and paused at the door, listening, but could not hear anything beyond the threshold.

“Colonel?” she said, knocking softly. “May I come in?”

“Who is it?”

“It’s Renata. Rainer,” she added, as though he knew many.

There was a pause. “Come in, then.”

She opened the door. Inside it was gloomy. The thick, heavy curtains had been drawn over both the office windows – for it had a dual aspect – and the windows themselves were closed. The air was stuffy and leaden, and smelt of body odour and pipe smoke.

Glaser was sitting in the armchair behind his correspondence desk. On it was one of the large tactile maps of the Kyarai Velimir had spoken of. It was an impressive feat of artistry; all of the contours and features and cities had been carefully rendered in what looked like plaster, with small wooden tokens for the armies and navies. Some, scattered across the carpet near the door, told of a recent fit of rage.

Glaser himself was clad in his military uniform, though the jacket was unbuttoned. His eyes were concealed behind a bandage, and his chin and cheeks were coated in stubble. Taken all together, the effect was of a condemned man. He looked as though he were minutes away from being tied to a post and shot.

“Ambassador,” he grunted. “What can I do for you?”

“I came to visit you.”

“Is that so?”

“It is.”

“Well. There you go. You have visited me.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Finding fault with a fat goose, to hear Velimir speak to it.”

“He worries about you.”

“As he should. I’ve half a mind to expunge my whole mind with that pistol. But the rogue has hidden my powder.”

“Well. I for one would be sorry if it came to that.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” he sneered.

Renata looked around the office. She wanted desperately to open the curtains. “Colonel, I know we have not always seen eye to eye—” She stopped, wincing at her choice of words. Glaser said nothing. “I know we have not always agreed on the best way to proceed. But your… drive, your singular force of will, your willingness to grapple with ideas beyond all of us, I believe have been a tremendous boon to our efforts.”

“Is that so?”

“It is. And I think it would be a shame to squander what you have gained. In both knowledge and ability.”

Glaser sat in silence for a while.

“That damnable Herschel left me with nothing,” he muttered. “Not a scrap of vision. I have known blinded soldiers to still have some rudiments of light detection. To see splashes of colour.” He leant forward. “I can still feel his thumbs. In my sockets. I can still feel them. Feel the sclera bursting. Feel the pressure on my brain. ’Tis as though he has left the offending digits lodged in my head.”

Renata cleared her throat. “It sounds positively ghastly, Colonel. But you are alive, at least. Plenty have died in that benighted country.”

“Am I, though?”

“Are you what?”

“Alive. Alive in a way that matters.” He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of brandy, and uncorked and drank from it. “You probably think me mad.”

“I think we have all had our sanity tested.”

He laughed bitterly. “Do you know what I think madness is?”

“What do you think madness is?”

“It is the burden of knowledge. The curse of knowledge. You know it too; cognisance of matters which we are not designed or equipped to have cognisance of. It strips the brain of its sensibilities.”

“You are talking about the afterlife.”

“But it is not the afterlife, is it? Those wretched Draedic death cultists were right. What were they called?”

“The Selureii.”

“The Selureii were right. Let me ask you this. If I took you to see a theatrical production, and we sat for the narrator’s introduction, and then left before the commencement of Act One, could you be said to have seen the play?”

“No.”

“No!” Glaser suddenly thundered, making her start. “If we live as mortals for but seventy years, and then as immortals for… a thousand? Ten thousand? A million? Eternity? Which part of our lives even is life?”

“Do not shout at me,” she said, keeping her voice level. “I came here as your friend.”

“Are you all right in there, Ms Rainer?” Velimir called uncertainly from the hallway.

“I don’t know, Colonel; are we all right in here?” Renata asked Glaser.

“We’re fine!” Glaser called back to his husband. “Don’t fuss so, mother hen!”

It saddened Renata to hear the moniker, which had once been uttered with wry affection, now spoken with derision.

She heard Velimir mutter something angrily, and then his retreating footsteps down the passage.

“You should be kinder to him.”

“It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. Not here. Not on this plane.”

“I reject that. It is too bleak an outlook.”

He turned to her sharply. “You cannot reject it. It is true. And you know it to be true. Our lives are but a prelude to deathless eternity. These fleeting years of mortality are nothing. Imbued with significance only by virtue of their currency. In the yawning beyond of the realm of Nema, there is naught less than infinity.”

Renata grimaced. She hated this. Not because of the shabby and broken figure Glaser now cut, but because what he spoke was a perfect distillation of matters as she herself understood them. It seemed that the afterlife was a place where one’s spiritual essence existed in perpetuity. How then could anybody ascribe any importance to one’s mortal life whatever?

“And now what hope we had of spending that infinity in the Golden City is extinguished. The fate of every living creature is mindless consumption thanks to some fucking… spirit vampyres.”

“No.”

Glaser seemed genuinely taken aback by the denial. “No?”

“I know of the Vorr, Colonel; but I know, too, that the Golden City still stands. Besieged, certainly, but extant. It stands to reason that there are other parts of the holy dimensions that remain untouched, too.”

Glaser shook his head. “’Tis not so.”

“Yes, it is,” Renata said firmly. “I was afforded a vision by Akhaber himself in the Temple of Nema. There is yet hope. We are working to remedy the situation.”

Glaser let out a spiteful laugh. “Working to remedy the situation. What could you possibly do to affect such monumental forces?”

“Something!” Renata snapped. “We are trying something, not rotting alone in our chambers playing what-might-have-been with wooden blocks and old maps.”

Glaser opened his mouth to angrily remonstrate with her, but whatever it was going to be died in his throat. Instead he deflated, and took another drink. “I still see them, you know.”

“See who?”

“The bodies on the bridge.”

“I don’t under—”

“The Kasar I had shot. So that we might enter Port Talaka. I dream about them. Mewling cubs. Dead mothers. Terrified civilians. Another batch of fresh amputees – if they even survived.” He nodded to himself, his expression sour. “I think about them all the time. I think it might be the most monstrous thing I ever did.”

Renata mulled over a dozen different responses, but the silence stretched too long for her reply to be anything productive.

“Don’t pussyfoot about. I know what I’ve done.”

“It was barbarous,” she agreed.

“Hell is real, and I suppose I shall go there for that one thing alone.”

“To be completely honest with you, Colonel, I’m not entirely certain that’s how it works.”

“Hm.”

“We are working to find the answers. Help us,” Renata said. “Do some good. Atone for it.”

“It cannot be atoned for,” Glaser said. “Sova in all things. Sova first, in everything, and damn every person, every wolf- and mer-man and Casimir in our way. I don’t think it’s possible to atone for it and work for the Sovan state concurrently.”

“It is an ethical ligature without peer,” Renata agreed. “I grapple with it myself. Constantly.”

Glaser sighed. He shook the brandy bottle, and then took another swig. “Leave me. I shall find my own answers in here.”

Renata paused, but eventually turned and opened the office door. She stopped at the threshold. “If you change your mind, we are based in the Royal Corps of Engineering headquarters.”

“My mind is made up.”

“Well. I certainly hope not,” she said, and left.
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Renata hurried back through Sova, now heading home. She was feeling flustered after seeing Glaser, and her heart was fluttering in her chest. The very last thing she needed was another unwelcome surprise.

“Renata!”

She turned sharply. “Oh, for Nema’s—”

“Renata, where in all the countries of Hell have you been?”

It was Alistair, standing outside the Philosopher’s Palace. He had been talking to a gaggle of friends; now he broke off and began walking towards her.

She pretended she had not seen him, and carried on down the Creus Road, weaving through the evening congregations leaving the vast Temple of Nema Victoria. The cold, dangerous waters of the Stygion Sea, the hot, chaotic battlefields of the Kasar Kyarai, even the bleak, unknowable horrors of the afterlife she could deal with.

The jealous anger of a spurned suitor, she could not.

“Renata! Renata! Damn you, I know you can hear me!”

She sighed angrily and turned. Alistair was striding towards her at a pace. He was not an unattractive man by any means – tall, foppishly long brown hair, good skin and teeth; he was just so dull, and self-important, and over and above everything else had simply no idea of the matters she was grappling with. Nor, she suspected, would he even care.

“Not now, Alistair.”

“I have not heard from you in over two months!” he snapped. “You have not answered any of my letters. You have turned away all of my messengers. You have not even been in the city as far as I can tell. I have searched for you in the Imperial Office, in the kaffeehauses on Gooseneck Street, in your apartment. Just what in Nema’s name is going on?”

“I said not now,” Renata replied, acutely aware of the attention they were drawing.

“If not now, when?” He lurched forward and grabbed her arm as she made to turn away.

“Get off me,” she snapped, pulling out of his grip. “It is done with, understand?”

“Oh, it is done with, is it? Out with the old, in with the new?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You think I’m stupid?” he hissed, closing the short gap between them. “You think people haven’t been talking about you and that bloody Balabrian from the West Kovans? Promenading about the city together? Doing gods know what else in private, in abandonment of all decency.”

“Joseph is a colleague,” she protested, though her saddle-soreness told a different story. She was too astonished by the confrontation to fully exhibit the rage she felt. “At any rate, you’ve no right to my affection, nor to knowledge of my whereabouts and activities. This is all to say nothing of the incredible insignificance of this matter.”

“Oh indeed, indeed! The great Renata Rainer, ambassador plenipotentiary, prancing about the city, putting on airs. I love you, for Nema’s sake.”

She actually laughed then. “You have a most extraordinary way of showing it.”

He gritted his teeth. “Enough of this silliness. Come home with me now, and we shall talk about this in private.”

“Are you quite mad?” she said, eyes widening. He made to grab her arm again; this time she lurched out of his reach.

“Is everything all right, madam?” asked a passer-by, a young man on his way out of the Temple of Nema Victoria.

“We’re fine, confound you,” Alistair grunted.

“Madam?” the young man pressed, ignoring him.

“Quite all right, thank you,” she said, privately pleased for the interruption.

“Would you like me to fetch a constable?”

“For Nema’s—!” Alistair erupted.

“There is no need, thank you. I was just leaving,” Renata said.

“Hm.” The man, entirely untroubled by Alistair’s glare, moved off, but affected to linger ten yards down the highway.

Alistair turned back to her. “Ren—”

“Alistair,” she interrupted. “Our courtship – if it could ever so be called – is finished. You wanted to hear it plainly, so there it is.”

“I wanted to hear nothing of the sort!”

“And yet you have heard it! Now good day.”

And she hurried off before he could do or say anything further.







II

A Long Way from Home

“The best time to plant a tree was twenty years ago; the second best time is now.”

TSUKUMESE PROVERB
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Badenburg

MARGRAVIATE OF WOLFENSHUT



Dear Father,



I fear

I feel

…

I know not what to say.
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The ruins of Castle Badenburg felt heavy with history. The fortress had once been the seat of Prince Gordan Kzosic, back when the Margraviate of Wolfenshut had been called Guelich, and the last of the old mediaeval emperors had reigned. Peter tried to imagine what the halls and passageways would have once looked like, a riot of life and colour, tapestries and rugs, the smell of roasting meat and burning logs. Now the place was nothing but a collection of overgrown grey stones, forgotten, filled with nothing but shadow and wind.

He was standing in a chamber in the very tallest part of the castle, looking out across the darkening countryside. It was a pleasant evening. Cow parsley and hogweed, speckles of white amongst the green meadows, nodded in the warm breeze. A mile to the east, the sound of evening revelry carried from the town of Badenburg itself. In the distance, he watched a solitary pedlar moving up an old path between farm tracts.

Somewhere to the south-east, lost in the distance, was home.

“How are you feeling?”

He turned away from the window. Olwin was standing at the far end of the chamber, half-lost in the shadows.

He smiled. “Pli bone… nun ke vi ĉeestus,” he said. Better now that you are here.

“Ĉeestas,” she corrected, smiling, and crossed the floor to him. She took his left hand and carefully pulled the glove off. She tutted, and rolled the sleeve of his shirt up to his elbow.

She tutted some more.

“Bad.” She looked up at him. “Very bad.”

“I know.”

Everything from the tips of his fingers to the middle of his forearm was locked rigid, crusted in bark. There were even a couple of shoots sprouting tiny green leaves. It was devoid of feeling and completely immobile, like a crude prosthesis.

Olwin drew the blade of her palm across his inner elbow. “Detranĉu ĝin.”

“I know,” Peter muttered angrily, and pulled his hand out of hers. He rolled the sleeve down and tugged the glove back on.

“Cut it before spread higher.”

“And what if they kill me?” he demanded. He desperately wanted the offending limb gone, but he feared death much more. Even the most skilled surgeons in the Royal Naval Hospital, employing the most advanced methods known to medical science, frequently killed patients during amputations.

“My Petro,” she said mournfully. “You are already dead.”

And it was true. His blood did not flow through his veins, his lungs did not inflate with breath, his throat closed at the mere thought of victuals. He had ceased to be human in every way that mattered; yet thanks to the ministrations of the Kato and the mysterious and ghastly tree-man, he continued on in this deathless state.

“I must go back,” he said, turning to look out the window. The answers were out there, in the distant New East.

Dear Father. I am a long way from home.

Olwin nodded. “Jes.”

“Will you come with me?”

She put her hand on his shoulder, and he turned back to her. He studied her face: the faint blue tattoo in a band across her eyes, the freckles across her nose, her pale skin, her blonde hair. What cosmic injustice was this, that a woman so utterly captivating had bonded herself to him at precisely the same time he had become some cursed arboreal wretch?

“Of course.”

He stroked the side of her face with his functioning hand. “I had better get some rest. Where will you be?”

“Mi estos apude,” she said in Draedic.

I’ll be around.
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The Kleist household was a large, crumbling country fastness. It lay in overgrown grounds on the outskirts of the town of Imastadt, a two-winged residence of grey stone and conical turrets rendered in the Saxan gothick style. Peter was surprised at how affecting it was being back here after everything he had seen and done in the New East. There was something so… stifling about it, so claustrophobic. He’d been away for the better part of a year, and yet in Imastadt, time had stood still. Nothing had changed, not the town nor the people in it.

As they approached the manse, he saw just how advanced the state of disrepair was. The entire eastern wing had been shuttered, and the gardens had been given over entirely to weeds. There was neither hair nor hide of a groundskeeper – or any staff at all. Peter knew that the death of his father had left them in a precarious position financially, but he had not expected this.

Next to him, Olwin squeezed his right hand.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he said. He’d felt guilty initially, bringing her. Draedists were hardly banned from the Sovan Empire – indeed, in parts of it they were ten a goldmark bit, especially in the northern counties of Althaunersheim and Muldau. But here they drew plenty of looks, even with Olwin clad in Sovan clothing. Still, the danger seemed to lie not in her feelings being hurt, but in her attacking one of the onlookers.

With a great shuddering intake of breath, he lifted the heavy brass door knocker, and let it fall.

They waited.

And waited.

Eventually the door was pulled open.

A man stood there, a few years older than Peter, unshorn and unkempt, blinking into the morning light. His breath smelt strongly of tobacco and brandy.

“Peter? Nema’s blood, is that you? Good gods, what happened to your face? You look as though you’ve been attacked by a bear.”

“Hullo, Osbeorn,” Peter said. Osbeorn was his eldest brother, a virtual stranger to him. “What are you doing here?”

“I might ask you the same question,” Osbeorn grumbled. He peered at Olwin. “Who’s this, then? Where’s Leonie?”

“This is Olwin,” Peter said, mustering as much confidence as he could. Nema, what was it about his family that unmanned him so?

“Hello,” Olwin said neutrally. She stood stock still, offering neither a curtsy nor her hand.

Osbeorn stood in silence for a few moments, seemingly at a loss for words. “Well I suppose you had better come in.”

“Is Aldhard here?”

“Oh, he’s about somewhere. The three Kleist brothers back under the same roof. Mother will be so thrilled.”

He turned away from the door and walked into the gloom beyond.

“We can leave, you know.” Olwin shrugged. “Go back.”

But Peter knew that this was the last time he would ever see his family.

“I just want to say goodbye,” he said. “Then we’ll go.”
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They went into the drawing room. Even Lady Magdalena Kleist couldn’t affect disinterest at the surprise return of her youngest son, and only managed to contrive a fifteen-minute delay before joining them. She swept into the room in an ostentatious costume, which looked all the more ridiculous given the decaying state of the house. Baroness Kleist belonged to that increasingly well-populated class of old aristocrat; existing within a large and outwardly impressive house, but otherwise destitute. And, like many others, she had taken no steps to correct course, made no provision for a pension or an income; rather, she had staked all of her hopes on her three sons marrying well – a plan which, thus far, had met with failure.

“Peter,” she said, unable to conceal her shock at the large scars on his face. Taken with his soullessness and her general dislike of him, she was visibly repulsed.

“Mother,” he replied. It was almost a whisper. She invoked in him the same dread as the spout of an eight-pounder.

“What on earth has happened to your face?”

“I was attacked by a bear.”

She very deliberately ignored Olwin. “I heard a rather insane rumour about you, Peter; that you had resigned your commission in the 166th.”

Peter gritted his teeth. “Not a rumour, Mother. I did resign my commission.”

She placed her hands over her heart and mouth. “So it is true,” she whispered dramatically.

“Mother, this is Ol—”

“Leonie will be absolutely heartbroken. Absolutely heartbroken. She has been telling all and sundry about her brave beau, fighting pagan savages in the New East. I have of course invited her here to see you again. She will be so pleased, Peter, so very pleased to see you returned.”

Osbeorn scoffed from across the room, and took a long swig of brandy from a flask.

“How’s the trading going, Oz?” Peter asked him. “Whale oil futures doing well?”

“Fuck off, Peter,” he growled.

“Osbeorn is taking some time away from the North Sea Exchange,” his mother said in a brittle voice. “But you are returning to Sova very shortly, aren’t you, Osbeorn?”

“Hm,” Osbeorn grunted. “Wanda has something for me at Koenig and Keller.”

“Well. Let’s hope it bears fruit,” Peter muttered.

“What’s happened to your arm?” Osbeorn asked him suddenly, squinting through the gloom.

“I injured it,” Peter said.

“Pagan get you?” Osbeorn asked, looking at Olwin. “One of her lot?”

“Her name is—”

“Leonie should be here shortly,” his mother said. “Now that you are back, we can talk about reinstating your commission. You have not spent the money?”

“What money?”

“The commission money.”

Peter had not even thought about it. “No, I suppose not.”

“Well then. Let the regiment hold it for you on trust. Buy back your lieutenancy. You can return to Badenburg tomorrow. And then we shall see about your engagement to Leonie. Such is long overdue.”

“Mother, I am not getting engaged to Leonie—”

“Pete!”

Peter turned to see his other brother, Aldhard, standing in the doorway. He looked to be in better shape than Osbeorn – which was not saying much – though his clothes and flat cap made him look more like a labourer than a noble scion. He crossed the drawing-room floorboards quickly and pulled Peter into a bear hug. Peter tried to stop him, but it was too late.

“So good to see you ag—Good gods, man, what happened to your arm?”

“I injured it,” he snapped, pulling roughly out of the embrace.

“Feels like a—”

“Never mind it!”

There was a brief, uncomfortable silence.

“And who is this, then?” Aldhard asked pleasantly, turning to Olwin.

“Leonie will be here—” Lady Kleist began.

“Prince of Hell!” Peter thundered, and she recoiled as though he had moved to punch her in her face. “This is Olwin. She is my…”

Now that he had everyone’s attention, the words died in his throat. Nema, what was she to him? His lover, certainly. His companion? His beau? A woman who had been conjoined to him by the extremities of circumstance to form a bond deeper and more profound than any marriage?

“I love her,” he settled on.

He might as well have tossed a grenade into the drawing room. Lady Kleist affected to faint. Aldhard rushed over to her like a buffoon, shouting and swearing for members of staff who had left the household’s employ months before. Osbeorn was laughing maniacally, his lips glistening with brandy. Olwin stood there in her summer dress and Draedic tattoos, more uncomfortable with these histrionics than the privations of guerrilla warfare.

“Come on,” Peter said to her. “This was a mistake. Let’s go.”

“Wait! Wait,” his mother said with affected weariness. “Let us eat. Let us have lunch. We have so much to discuss. Come, Osbeorn, Aldhard. Let us eat.”

I can’t eat, Peter might have said, but did not.
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“Why don’t you tell us about the New East?” his mother asked. “We have been so surprised by your return, we have not asked you a single thing about your experience.”

Peter’s mind immediately went to the Kato, and the evisceration and vivisection of Furlan, of the runts greedily consuming the corpses of slain prisoners, of the skeletal tree-man and his insane prophecies – and then to the mere mortal horrors, the gore and smoke and thunder of battle, and the endless hardships of the Alda River Valley. What could he say? How could he possibly make them understand? Even on their very worst days, his family had food, and a roof over their heads, and dry and clean beds and sheets. The only difficulty they experienced was the disrespect of their peers, the judgement of society – intangible, useless things, though Peter knew their sting well enough.

“I saw a man get crushed by an eight-pounder,” he said to the table, his brow furrowed. He spoke as though he were confused by both the sudden clarity of the memory and the fact that he was bringing it up at all. “We were descending an escarpment and the ropes snapped. Thing must have weighed the better part of a tonne. Crushed him like a fly under a thumb. All I could think about was how much of a waste it was – of life. To not even have died as a result of enemy action. Just dumb bad luck. It was the most extraordinary thing.”

There was a long and awkward silence.

“Well, that sounds pretty sour, Pete,” Aldhard said eventually.

Peter nodded. “Hm.”

“And did you give the Casimirs a good thrashing?” Osbeorn sneered.

Peter thought back to the action at the Ena Split, the Casimirs and the Sanques there being blasted apart by roundshot and musketry. At the time it had been the worst experience of his life. Now it barely registered. Like a bad dream, fading the moment he woke.

“Something like that.”

“And the pagans, eh? Did you give this one a good poke?”

Olwin stood.

“I wouldn’t have said that,” Peter said without emotion.

“Sit down, young lady,” Lady Kleist commanded. “If you can so be called.”

Olwin did not. She began to walk around the table.

“Oh ho ho! Here we go,” Osbeorn said with relish. “Got something for me as well, have you? I’ve certainly got something for you, you bloody witch.”

Olwin moved quickly. Her right hand darted out, and a second later Osbeorn was screeching, his hands clamped over his face.

“What did you do?” Aldhard demanded.

Olwin shrugged.

“She poked me in the fucking eyes!” Osbeorn roared.

“By Nema, Peter, what were you thinking bringing this savage here?” Lady Kleist asked quietly. “If this is what the modern Sovan Army turns out, then it is a wonder anybody joins at all.”

But to everyone’s surprise – not least his own – Peter was laughing. It was a deep, hearty belly laugh, filling the dining hall. It consumed him, every muscle in his midriff constricting. Tears flowed from his eyes, and his face was red, and he cackled and wheezed and jounced about in his chair until the laughter was so hard he made no sound at all.

Everybody looked at him in amazement.

“Prince of Hell, he’s lost his wits,” Lady Kleist breathed, her shock for once entirely unconfected.

Peter’s laughter was collapsing now, like a curtain wall being shelled. “Would that I could die,” he moaned, and he was crying now, crying with the same ferocity as his laughter. Tears ran from his eyes and he could not stop trembling. “Would that I could die and put an end to this wretched half-life.”

Olwin crouched down next to him and put her hand on his shoulder. “Come, Petro. Let us go.”

She helped him to his feet. Just as he reached the dining-hall door, his mother called to him, “Your father would be ashamed of you, Peter.”

“Mother!” Aldhard warned. “That’s quite enough.”

“She’s bloody right,” Osbeorn muttered. “Go on, Peter, get you gone. Nema knows why you came back in the first place.”

“Oz!” Aldhard shouted. “What is the matter with you! He is our brother!”

But Peter shook his head. “No, he’s right. I shouldn’t have come here.”

“Why did you?” Lady Kleist asked. There was such coldness in her voice. “Why did you come here, Peter? To mock us? With your madness? With her?”

Peter opened his mouth to answer, then closed it again. What could he say? There was nothing. It was like trying to tear down solid concrete with his bare hands. All he would do was hurt himself.

“Come on,” he muttered quietly to Olwin, and they left.
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Aldhard caught up with them in the front garden.

“Peter – Pete, wait. Please.”

Peter turned around. Olwin hissed at his brother like a feral cat.

“Don’t go,” Aldhard said, startled. “Please, stay. We haven’t seen you for so long.”

“I can’t,” Peter replied.

“She’ll come around. She’s… It’s been a lot for her since Father died.”

“She never loved me, Aldhard,” Peter said quietly. It felt strange to say it out loud – partly the admission itself, and partly because airing such thoughts and feelings was markedly un-Sovan.

Aldhard seemed to be about to argue, but instead said, “You were always Father’s favourite. He loved you in a way he never loved any of us.”

Peter nodded, not trusting himself to speak. It seemed wrong to acknowledge this, too, for how could a parent’s love be partisan? And yet it could, and it was. Peter had never really grappled with his father’s death – nor, it seemed, had any of them – but at least Osbeorn and Aldhard had some residual maternal affection to fall back on.

“I have to go back to the New East,” he said.

“You will repurchase your commission?”

He shook his head. “No.”

Now Aldhard looked confused. “As a colonial? Like a frontiersman? Or you mean to live with the pagans?”

Peter shook his head again. “It’s difficult to explain. It’s like… like I left a piece of myself there. I need to go back. And I don’t expect to return. That is why I came here, to tell you.”

His brother looked crestfallen. “I shall miss you.”

“And I you.” He considered matters for a moment, and then said, “Listen. You must be careful. There are dark forces at work in the world. In the afterlife. I’m part of a… a sort of… mission to…” Again he searched for the right words. “Resolve it. Or try to. I’m working with some people in Sova, the Corps of Engineers, and others.”

“Peter, what in Nema’s name are you talking about?”

“I don’t expect you to understand. And I don’t… I can’t really explain it. But just… don’t… die. All right?”

“I’m not planning on dying,” Aldhard scoffed.

“Just be careful. And maybe go to temple. See a confessor. Get a clean bill of health – spiritually. Make your peace with Nema.”

Aldhard looked utterly nonplussed, but alarmed by his younger brother’s sincerity, he nodded. “All right, Pete. All right. I’ll go.”

“Please, just trust me. Please? Do it for me?”

“I will.”

“Swear it.”

“I swear it.”

Peter nodded, and gripped his brother’s shoulder. “You were always kind to me, Aldhard. I shan’t forget it.”

“Of course, Peter. Of course.”

“I don’t think you’ll see me again.”

“Well, I certainly hope that’s not the case.”

Peter pulled his brother into a tight embrace. “Goodbye, Aldhard.”

“Look after my brother,” Aldhard said to Olwin over his shoulder. “Understand?”

“Jes,” Olwin said. Never before had an affirmation felt so encompassing, a threat and a promise and a solemn undertaking all in one.

“Take care of them, Aldhard. Try to make Mother understand.”

“I will.”

And Peter walked away from his family home for the last time.
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Two days’ hard travelling via stagecoach and they were back in Sova, arriving in the middle of an evening storm. Like the rest of the task force, Peter had been given an apartment to stay in, in a tenement block overlooking the North Klaran Common. It was in here, in the bathroom, that he stood naked in front of the mirror and examined himself.

The bark was above his elbow now, encroaching on his bicep. Aside from the insane horror of the affliction, there was nothing special about it. It possessed no singular strength or hardiness; an axe would have it off as easily and effectively as any tree branch. It did not hurt, or move, though it was clearly living wood – healthy and heavy with water. And it grafted with his skin perfectly, where the living tissue transmuted.

He pressed at the void in his midriff, where a bevy of healthy organs had once sat ensconced in mesentery. He had hoped – prayed – that they might magickally regrow, though of course they had not. He continued to be unable to eat or drink, and had long given up on trying, seeing how violently his body rejected victuals.

“What am I going to do?” he asked Olwin as she entered, though he did not take his eyes off the mirror.

She stood behind him, tall and pale, looking over his right shoulder.

“Live,” she said.

“’Tis hopeless,” he muttered. “How is it that you are not repulsed by me where everyone else is?”

She shrugged. “I know. I know what it is. And so I ignore. Jes?”

“But you do feel it?” Peter asked with dismay. For some reason he had hoped that she was special, that there was some quality to her as a Black Mountain confederate that made her proof to the aura.

She nodded. “Jes.”

She held him around his waist, hands clasped in front of his navel, resting her head on his shoulder.

“I have become so preoccupied with my own affliction, I never ask you how you are,” he said after a few moments’ silence.

“I am fine.”

“But you were a prisoner of the Kato, same as me. You have endured the same horror. I do not want you to think you have to keep quiet about it just because I have it worse.”

“Hm,” she grunted. “I just need you. Need you to be strong. To live. To… share. To love me.”

“I do love you,” Peter breathed. “With all my heart.”

She slipped her dress off, and gripped him from behind. Then she took his cock in her hand, massaging it gently.

Peter closed his eyes, swallowing, but the damned thing just refused to stiffen. He tried to focus on her body, on her breasts pressing into his back, on her sex. To have been able to conjure even one tenth of the lust from his adolescence would have been enough. He wanted nothing more than to give himself to her physically – she was his first, though he was not hers – but how could he, looking the way he did?

“It is okay,” she whispered in his ear. “No rush. I take time, jes?”

He nodded, steadying his breathing – though he had no need of breath, nor to steady that which he drew. “I love you,” he said again.

“I know. No talk now. Just feel,” she soothed.

And slowly, eventually, it worked.







III

A Global Problem

“A man will bedevil himself with all manner of fictions that have not a hope of coming to pass. The astute grapple with matters as they arise; they waste not their energy on imagined demons. Is the world not overstuffed with earthly trouble without taking on the burden of the nonexistent too?”

MÎR-I LIVÂ ZEKI DEMIR
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Corps of Engineers

SOVA

The Royal Corps of Engineers headquarters was an impressive structure, as though the engineers were trying to flaunt their status as the only licensed practitioners of the arcana.

Sova was home to a number of extraordinarily large buildings which owed their size not to the wit and will of architects and masons, but to artificial strength imbued by magickal runes chiselled into their foundations. These buildings, rendered in Saxan gothick – the Temple of Nema Victoria, the Imperial Palace, the Temple of Creus, the Library of Sova, to name a few – reared into the sky like palaces of the princes of heaven and hell, as though they had been excised from the afterlife and the rest of the city had grown around them.

As knowledge of mathematics and physics and the skill of modern builders drew parallel with the surpassing magickal abilities of their mediaeval ancestors, these structures, whilst singular, had become increasingly less impressive. But it would be some decades yet before the Corps of Engineers would be eclipsed.

The building was a jumble of tiers, where successive Chief Custodians had tried to outdo their predecessors in both elevation and zaniness. Storeys, platforms, hanging gardens, some cantilevered, some buttressed, some seemingly resting on nothing but air, jutted out from the main structure in deliberately and provocatively haphazard ways. Entablatures acted like progress markers, inscribed in Saxan lettering – a Custodial signature demarcating another generation of upwards expansion. Zénaïde Gagnier, the current Custodian, was in fact the first not to add her stamp on the structure, declaring it “tall enough”.

A fractured night’s sleep filled with nightmares had left Renata feeling tired and irritable as she swept through the main entrance, pausing briefly to allow a city constable to examine her papers. Once inside, she made straight for the library, which Gagnier had requisitioned for the task force. There, she found she was one of the last to arrive.

“Ambassador,” Gagnier said brusquely as she entered. The Chief Custodian was a straight-talking fifty-something woman of Casimiran ancestry who reminded Renata of Ozolinsh. Clearly the Corps either attracted or produced a type.

“Good morning,” Renata said. In the centre of the chamber was a large circular table which had a faded map of the heavens carved into it, and somebody had set upon it the morning tea service. She helped herself to a cup of piping-hot coffee. “Mr Secretary,” she said, spotting the Imperial spymaster, Emmanuel Bosko, in the far corner of the chamber.

“Morning, Excellency,” the man replied. He was a wizened old creature, with nothing of his nature or profession detectable from either his outfit or person. Next to him, part-concealed by an ancient bookcase, was Ozolinsh.

“Azura. I didn’t see you there.”

“Hello, Renata,” she replied faintly. Ozolinsh had defied the predictions of every physician who had treated her by continuing to survive, though, as Renata understood matters, the principal threat now was of renal failure. It was being carefully managed by quinolone preparations, but the comorbidities of paraplegia were many and complex, the other treatments were invasive and had to be carried out frequently, and Renata knew the woman to be in constant and significant discomfort.

“How are you feeling this morning?” she asked.

“Like a sack of reheated dogshit.”

Renata winced in sympathy as she sat and sipped the coffee. “I am sorry to hear it.”

“’Tis what it is.”

“I have just been complimenting Ms Ozolinsh on her remarkable stolidity,” Bosko said as he wheeled her over to the table, and then took a seat. In front of him he had set a notebook, pen and ink, the former of which he now opened.

“Don’t know what that means,” Ozolinsh said. “But thank you.”

“It means you are good at getting on with things,” Renata said.

“Hm.” Ozolinsh affected disinterest, though Renata could tell she was pleased with the compliment.

“Ms Tesařik,” Gagnier called up to the mezzanine.

Renata looked up; the elusive and inscrutable woman was there, having passed completely unnoticed by Renata. She was staring at a patch of carpet, wearing a troubled expression.

“Something bothering you, Yelena?” Renata called over.

The woman’s brow furrowed. She knelt down and ran a hand over the carpet. “I feel as though… Hm. Never mind.”

She straightened up, and made her way down the stairs to join the rest of them at the table.

“Right,” Bosko said, donning a pair of spectacles. With his bookish, understated manner, he reminded Renata of an accountant more than anything. “Progress. I have spoken with Her Majesty the Empress. She especially – but I too – am keen to learn more about the proposed, ah, séance.”

“It really is—” Gagnier began, but Bosko swiftly held up a hand for silence – the barest hint of the iron fist beneath the velvet glove. “One moment, madam,” he said. Gagnier huffed, but lapsed to silence. “Let me run through my notes quickly so that I can be sure we are all singing from the same hymn sheet.”

He took a moment to read in silence. Renata exchanged a brief glance with Ozolinsh.

“Are we now content that we have gathered together all of the proscribed materials from Castle Oldenburg and the Bruta Sarkan fortress at Zetland?” He looked around the table. “Anybody may answer.”

“Yes,” Tesařik said.

“And you, madam, still maintain that there are materials too dangerous to share with the rest of the task force?”

Tesařik said nothing, but nodded once.

“Madam, this is a state of affairs the Empire cannot tolerate much longer.”

“I am reaching the end of my review.”

“Is that so.”

“It is.”

“At which point, you shall share your findings.”

“Yes.”

“And the materials themselves will of course revert to Imperial custody.”

Tesařik shrugged.

Bosko wrote something down in his book. “I am to take it you have reached no breakthrough during your examination?”

“No.”

He wrote something else down. “There has been no progress on locating the Blood Stone?”

Renata shook her head. “No.”

“And what of this magickal blade in the New East?” Bosko took his spectacles off and looked around the room. “In fact, where is Lieutenant Kleist?”

“He is visiting his family in Imastadt.”

“That is not important. He should be here.”

“He expects he will die during the séance, and wishes to say goodbye to them,” Ozolinsh said.

Bosko pulled a sour expression. “We are going to come to that in a moment.” He turned to Tesařik. “Nothing about a magickal blade in your reading?”

“No.”

“Or you, Ms Gagnier?”

“No.”

“If Lieutenant Kleist survives this séance, I take it the intention is to send him back to these so-called ‘Kato’ to retrieve it? Or at least to divine its nature.”

“That is the plan, yes,” Renata said.

Again came the scratch of pen on paper.

“Who will accompany him on this expedition?”

“Olwin.”

“That is the Black Mountain confederate?”

“It is.”

“She knows the country well?”

“’Tis her homeland.”

“That’s it? No one else?”

“‘He travels the fastest who travels alone.’”

“Hm. And how is his arm?”

“We don’t know,” Gagnier said.

“He should have the surgeons at the RNH take it off,” Bosko muttered. He thought for a few moments. “Fine.” He studied his notes, flipping back a few pages. “I have written here: ‘Lieutenant Kleist, visions during vivisection ritual, possibly of a figure standing before a large door; chasm filled with dead giants. Kleist can remember nothing with clarity.’” He looked up. “No change there? Presumably nobody knows, since he’s not here.”

“We are hoping the séance will enable us to unlock Peter’s subconscious mind,” Gagnier said.

“Tell me about the process,” Bosko said unhappily, putting his spectacles on again and turning back to his notebook.

“Well,” Gagnier said. “We have examined the materials from Zetland in great detail. They contain instructions on how to commune with the spirits of the afterlife.”

“I was given to believe that communion with the spirits of the afterlife is what got us into this bloody great mess in the first place.”

“There are different parts of the afterlife. We understand from what we have read, and from what Ambassador Rainer was told—”

“You are referring to her vision? From Akhaber?”

“Yes,” Renata said.

“Any more of those?”

“No.”

“Right. Carry on, Ms Gagnier.”

“That whilst the majority of the afterlife as we know it has been invaded by the Vorr, there are parts of it which remain untouched.”

“Why do you suppose that?”

“There is a plane of existence between the afterlife and the mortal realm known as Limbo,” Gagnier said. She looked over to Tesařik, who nodded. “Within that there is a place called the City of Sleep. It is the place where every living soul goes during – well, sleep.”

“And presumably every type of non-fatal unconsciousness,” Bosko asked, not looking up from his notes. Renata noticed for the first time that he wrote not in Saxan, but in some sort of coded shorthand.

“Presumably.”

“How can you be sure that the Vorr are not there?”

“Because people exposed directly to the afterlife have their souls eaten. We have seen this with the mind rot,” Gagnier continued.

“I see. You are saying that the very fact that we can sleep and not be consumed is proof in itself that this… City of Sleep is unaffected by the Great Silence.”

“Yes.”

“And other parts of Limbo?”

“It stands to reason. But we are going to take a conservative approach in the first instance.”

“Music to my ears, madam.” They all waited in silence for a minute as Bosko continued to write. “You will of course take precautions to ensure there is no secondary outbreak of the mind rot.”

“Yes. Of course.”

“You must clear the building. And I will post yeomen outside all of the exits.”

“That sounds sensible to me, Mr Secretary,” Gagnier said.

“When are you planning on conducting it?”

“In the next couple of days. You will be informed.”

“Please ensure I am,” Bosko said. “I need to know whether to have all of you shot as vacants.” He closed his notebook with a brief smile, and stood.

“Thank you for your time, Mr Secretary,” Gagnier said tightly as he left.

“Thank the Empress for it. ’Tis Her Majesty who is following developments most keenly.”
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“Your Majesty—”

“I’m just not sure why it’s all taking so long,” Zelenka Haugenate said.

“It is a complex and difficult—”

“We have placed every resource at your disposal.”

Renata pursed her lips. She waited for the Empress to continue, but she did not.

It was the afternoon after her meeting with Bosko, and Renata had found herself summoned without warning to the Imperial Palace. Now she was sitting in the Empress’ private study, a modest chamber at the very apex of the palace which had unparalleled views of Sova. It had once formed the “strategium”, a place where the old rulers of the First Sovan Empire had laid plans to set the continent aflame. Now such meetings took place in extensive Privy Council suites, and the strategium had become nothing more than a personal sitting room.

“You must understand, Majesty—”

“Must? Must?”

Renata bit her tongue. By virtue of the Empress’ age, and the circumstances of her accession, Renata was not naturally intimidated by her. She respected the woman out of a vague, ingrained sense of deference to political institutions and authority, but that was it. It was fertile ground for impertinence.

“Majesty, you summoned me here to explain matters,” she said evenly, though it took all of her diplomatic training to do so. “If it is not a convenient time, I should be happy to return at another.”

The Empress shot her an irritated look. “Just get on with it.”

“These matters are difficult to grapple with. Several hundred years ago it was determined that the afterlife was too dangerous a force to be contending with, and the Lord Regent and his acolytes were exceedingly thorough in destroying the materials concerning magick and its practice. Fires and natural denudation in the years since have winnowed out whatever survived. We are left hunting for scraps from a small handful of places, and we are largely reliant on the institutional expertise of the Engineers to decipher what remains.”

“And they are not up to the task?”

“Their experience has been entirely confined to the maintenance of the structural runes in the capital.”

“What about the Magpie Alley lot? The spy? Bosko tells me she maintains a parallel operation, which he has had no luck infiltrating.”

“Ms Tesařik is, in theory, a boon to our efforts, though she is unhappy about having been subsumed into the Imperial apparatus.”

“Unhappy? She is lucky I have not had her and her fellows hanged!”

“We have a direction,” Renata said patiently. “We are finalising preparations for a séance—”

“Give me strength,” the Empress muttered, drawing a hand down from her forehead across her eyes. “I must say, Ambassador, it is so very difficult to swallow this lunacy.”

“That you have done so in the face of such opposition is creditable, Majesty,” Renata said, and meant it. As much as she did not personally get on with Zelenka Haugenate, there was absolutely no question that Imperial patronage had been the difference between guaranteed failure and at least the chance of success.

The Empress waved her off. “Tell that to the Senate.”

“They do not know what you know.”

“I don’t know anything. Actually, that’s not true; I know that the Treaty of Maris – your peace treaty with the Stygion – has eviscerated the goldmark. As though our loss of the northern Kyarai had not already done enough.”

“Majesty… I know these matters are conceptually difficult to grasp, but I can assure you that they are real and dangerous and threaten not just Sova but everyone—”

“Spare me,” the Empress said. “I continue to assist, do I not? At extreme personal and political cost.”

“You do, Majesty. I am grateful for your foresight.”

“Do not condescend to me.”

“I would not dream of it.”

The Empress examined the view for a while. “Besides, there is having misgivings, and then there is obstinacy. I do not doubt that the Stygion have a vested interest in selling us this…” she pulled an expression of incredible distaste, “Vorr spiel, but there is no denying that whatever is happening in the north with this mind rot, it has its roots in the arcane. Its mode of transmission is enough to sow doubt in even the most stalwart of naysayers. And believe me, there are plenty of stalwarts in the Senate.”

Renata smiled briefly, but said nothing, eager to leave.

“Anyway,” the Empress continued, “none of this is – or should be – a matter for Sova alone. I know that the Ayakashi Shōgunate is sending aid; where are we with other nations? Obviously the Stygion are on board. The pagans in the north are dead or dying; the Western Kingdoms are as stagnant a collection of nations as you are fit to find; I assume our voluntary quarantine agreement with I’Kamataxia stands?”

Renata cleared her throat. “I believe so, Majesty. Until a cure for Sigheri fever is found.”

“Are the Erdeneans of no use?”

“My understanding, Majesty, though this is now far out of my realm of expertise, is that the nomads of the Tegsh Tal do not practise the arcana in a way that would assist us.”

“No flying cities full of magickal birdfolk?” the Empress asked wistfully.

“Would that all such fairy tales were real, Majesty, I dare to think what might be accomplished.”

They both shared a chuckle, a brief island of levity in a sea of mutual mistrust.

“So there is no one else.”

“Except Casimir, Majesty.”

“Yes. I’m going to talk to you about that in a minute.”

Renata felt her stomach drop. She cast a glance at the door.

The Empress walked to the window and looked south across the city. There was the Dynast’s Palace, its enormous glass dome shining brightly in the morning sunlight.

“I’d like to understand more about the Tsukumese plan of action. The Shōgunal ambassador presented herself to the Privy Council this morning, asking to speak with the arcane task force. I should like you to go to the embassy this afternoon and find out what they want.”

“Majesty, we have an entire diplomatic apparatus in the Imperial Office which deals with the Ayakashi—”

“And I am asking you to deal with them! We need as few links in the chain as possible.”

Renata was startled by the Empress’ sudden anger, but she was undeterred. Any number of junior envoys could have done this. It felt like petty power play, and she was certain it had its roots in the Empress’ former relationship with Lyzander.

“Majesty, every task I turn to takes me away from my primary preoccupation.”

“There is nothing to do vis-à-vis the Stygion in the present moment, Excellency. If you wish to continue to enjoy the patronage of the House of Haugenate, you will do as I ask.”

Renata held her tongue for ten seconds – a trick Maruska had taught her. Ten seconds was usually long enough to let the blood cool, and so it was here.

“Was that all, Majesty?”

“No. That is not all. The Casimirs continue to wreak havoc on the commodities markets. Too many people are losing too much money for me to be able to rally the necessary support in the Senate. You will be no doubt aware that many are calling for the eradication of the Treaty of Maris.”

“I am aware.”

“Everything we do, all of it matters for naught if we cannot stop this chicanery. Ambassador Augustin has been expelled from Iliyanabourg; thus the Foreign Secretary, Mr von Brandt, will lead a full diplomatic mission into that Casimiran snakepit – all the bells and whistles and pageantry – and he will lead it soon.”

Renata stopped her hands bunching into fists. “Once more, Majesty, the Casimir Office has a great many experts – and native Kòvoskan speakers, I hasten to add – whom—”

“How is it that we have arrived at a situation where I am convincing you of the severity of matters? If all of our immortal souls are at stake, then we really must cease these petty mortal hostilities. And I cannot do that – the Senate cannot do that, Sova cannot do that, if we are being thwarted at every turn by the Great Enemy.”

“Who will take up my duties in the task force?”

The Empress looked away. “Captain Lyzander is perfectly capable of shouldering the additional burden.”

“I see,” Renata said stonily.

There was an uncomfortable pause, in which a great many things passed unspoken between the two of them.

“The peace that exists between our nations is a compact as fragile as glass,” the Empress continued eventually. “The Council of Princes, the Council of Nobles, the Council of Bishops and the Common Council – do you know how often they agree?”

“Infrequently.”

“Infrequently. And yet we have achieved a staggering consensus that the current peace is entirely mutable. Many do not think it will last the summer. We do not have armies enough to garrison our borders so as to stop these demented pagans from entering, and to prosecute another armed conflict with Casimir. One of these things has to give, Excellency, and since this supernatural malaise is yet to be cured, it’s going to have to be the prospect of another mortal war.”

Renata had to be impressed by this, in spite of her personal dislike of the woman.

“I see you, too, have made the mistake of thinking me nothing more than a frivolous figurehead,” the Empress observed.

Renata could not mask her surprise at being read so perceptively. “Not at all, Majesty—”

“Are you a student of history, Ambassador?”

“I can think of few within the Imperial apparatus who are not.”

“Then you will know that, oftentimes, indolence on the part of our kings and queens and emperors of old has meant the difference between solving a crisis in its infancy, and calamity.”

“Indeed.”

“I will not have it said that I sat on my hands.”

“I think that is admirable, Majesty.”

The Empress grunted. “History will decide. Now, be about your various tasks. Once this… bloody séance has been concluded, I expect you to accompany the mission to Iliyanabourg. Post-haste.”
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Ayakashi House was located, like most embassies in the capital, in a district abutting the Temple of Creus and Zobryv Gardens – a stone’s throw from the Imperial Office. It was a large, sturdy building of brick and timber, an old merchant prince’s townhouse, and had both the Sovan flag and the Ayakashi mon – a red moth ensconced in four logograms – hanging above its main entrance.

Renata entered. If the exterior of the building looked unmistakably and unremarkably Sovan, then the interior looked as though it had been excised from the Shōgunate itself. The heavy, oppressive Sovan furniture had been stripped out – all the wood panelling, tapestries and hunting trophies, all of the bureaus and chaise longues and plinths and busts – and the space had been opened up, with many of the internal partitions removed. In the centre of the building was an atrium, allowing natural light to illuminate a small, square garden with a pond in the centre. Around it were sliding fusuma, and woodcuts decorated the solid walls, all depicting significant historical occurrences between Sova and the Shōgunate.

She was shown immediately to the office of the ambassador herself, which was on the top floor. Unlike the lower levels, here the space was not well kept or severely minimalistic; instead, it reminded Renata of her own chamber in the Imperial Office, one filled with clutter and knickknacks and stacks of books and correspondence. Adorning a mannequin in the corner was an impressive suit of Tsukumese-style armour and a sword.

The office was actually in the attic of the townhouse, and much of the roof had been cut away and replaced with skylights. A set of large terrace doors opened out onto a rooftop patio, and it was there that the ambassador stood.

“Hello?” Renata called.

The ambassador was a grey-haired lady of late middle age, wearing a green silk kimono. In her right hand was a metal pail which was full of seed. Renata saw that mounted on the patio was an iron perch, and standing on it was a large white bird.

The ambassador turned, and motioned for her to approach; Renata, who had always been slightly wary of birds, did so cautiously.

“A fine animal,” she said notwithstanding. It was indeed a striking creature, with black legs and a black beak, white plumage, and an arresting patch of red feathers across its face.

“Red-faced godwit,” the ambassador said. “That’s the Saxan name for them.”

“What do you call them?”

“Tsukai.” The ambassador tipped out a generous helping of what Renata now realised was insect meal into a shallow bowl attached to the perch. The godwit greedily tucked in, allowing the ambassador to unlace a leather scroll case from its ankle. “It means messenger.”

“Ambassador Rainer, from the Stygion office,” Renata said, holding out her hand.

“Ambassador Hiraku,” the woman replied, and they gripped one another’s forearms in the formal Sovan salutation. “You may call me Otsuka.”

“Please call me Renata.”

“Have you been offered anything to eat or drink?”

“I’m fine, thank you.”

“Please; sit. Give me a moment to read this, and I shall join you.”

Renata sat down on a mat, itself next to a table that stood no more than twelve inches off the ground. Hiraku joined her after a few minutes.

“I went to the Privy Council this morning asking to speak with a representative from your task force,” the old ambassador said. “Dare I presume that is why you are here?”

“It is,” Renata replied. “Though I don’t think I will be in the capital for much longer.”

Hiraku nodded thoughtfully. “I received word yesterday from the captain of the Suigyū. They have successfully rendezvoused with the INS Hyena; Onmyoji Kuroda is en route.”

“Is he an official of some sort?”

“He is a…” Hiraku searched for the right word for a few moments. “Practitioner. Commune… speaker…” She smiled, faltering. “There is no… He is many things. A warrior, a priest.”

“He sounds like precisely the kind of man we need.”

“He certainly is.”

“The Empress has asked me to ask you what the nature of his contribution will be.”

“We have as much desire to keep the Eye of the Sea sealed as you. Unfortunately I am not familiar with the precise nature of his abilities. It is not permitted for me to know. As with you, the practice of magick has for us has been shrouded in control, mystery, proscription. Only the Third Order is permitted to practise. But I know that the onmyoji have reported strange goings-on across Shōgunal territories. We must cooperate.”

Renata nodded thoughtfully. “What did you want to speak to the task force about?”

“To ask you to share your findings. Our empires have always approached the afterlife from different paths. Different directions. We might be able to help one another. See things our respective peoples have missed. Perhaps discover some secret.”

Renata nodded, trying to override the burdensome injunction “Sova in all things”, which was urging her to cut this woman off and out immediately. The professional imperative to put Sova before anyone and anything in all her dealings as an agent of the Empire was difficult conditioning to overcome – and she knew better than most how absurd it was.

She squashed the thought like crushing an ant with her boot. “The fact of the matter is, Madam Ambassador, we still know so little,” she said, truthfully, though it sounded evasive. “But I am hoping that with so many minds turned to the problem, we will unearth something useful soon. What we do have I will be sure to have copied and passed along.”

Hiraku inclined her head. There was a knowing glint in her eye. “Thank you, Ambassador. I am confident that cool heads will prevail. In spite of the current climate of war. And of course, the plague in the north. May I ask, for the benefit of the Shōgun, whose representatives have personally enquired: what has become of Baron Lamprecht von Oldenburg? The spread of the plague is of the greatest concern to us.”

“Von Oldenburg will be eliminated soon enough,” Renata said. “The Empress has dispatched twenty thousand men to destroy him.”

“And has word of their success reached Sova?”

Renata gave her best diplomatic smile. “We are expecting it any day.”

“Thank you, Excellency. I look forward to receiving the good news. And you are certain that the commander of this force has the necessary knowledge and skill to challenge von Oldenburg? In light of his powers? And his control of the… ikeru shikanane.”

“The thralls?”

“Hai.”

“Let me assure you,” Renata said, standing to leave. They clasped forearms. “There is no one in the Empire better equipped to put an end to von Oldenburg’s madness than Colonel Atanasov.”







IV

The Sin of Existence

“The corpse is most virtuous of all states of being.”

NEMAN PROVERB
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Nordheim

LIENDAU

“Colonel Atanasov,” Count von Oldenburg mumbled. “Where is she?”

There was a pause, and then the door to his bedchamber was opened. “Did you say something, my lord?”

“Where is Colonel Atanasov?”

“Sleeping, my lord.”

“I want to see her.”

“… Now, my lord? ’Tis not even the fourth bell.”

Von Oldenburg lurched over to the bedside table and snatched up the pistol there. He levelled it at the sentry, who shrieked and ducked at the same time von Oldenburg fired. The ball hit nothing but plaster.

“Question me, you fucking dolt,” he grumbled, and then fell to coughing and retching as he inhaled a great lungful of gunpowder smoke. He fumbled for the bottle of tonic on his nightstand, and took a long swig. He drank the stuff constantly now. Broz had entire cases of it shipped to him. It was no mere addiction; it was the only thing that could block out the constant – constant – noise. Whispers. An infernal buzzing, droning noise. Sometimes he would hear the trickling patter of liquid, like someone tipping out a glassful of brandy onto the floor. Other times he would hear screams – violent, desperate, horrified screams.

The key is blood.

“Where are you, you damned wretch?” he demanded, launching to his feet. He filled the chamber with his enormous naked bulk. A moment later the pistol was in his hand again, and he was pouring in powder, wadding, loading, ramming. He thumbed back the hammer.

The Eye calls to the Eye.

He flailed about the chamber, tripped and landed awkwardly, and sprang back up.

“Show yourself! I know you can hear me!” He swung the pistol wildly, and smashed his hand into one of the posts of the bed. “Damn, fuck and blast!” he roared, cradling his wrecked fingers. The pistol clattered to the floor and discharged again. This time the ball shattered a windowpane and left his ears ringing.

There was a knock at the door. “Lamprecht? It’s Colonel—”

Von Oldenburg launched himself at the door and yanked it open. “Where is he?” he cried, grasping at Atanasov’s chest, gripping the fabric of her jacket. “Where is he? Fetch a weapon, quick!”

“Unhand me,” Atanasov snapped, slapping his hands away. “What in Kasivar’s name are you talking about? And what the damned fucking hell is all this firing? You are going to shoot someone.”

“Never mind any of that, look about!” Von Oldenburg swung Atanasov roughly to the room. “Where is the wretch?”

He cocked his ear. Had that been a laugh?

“There is no one here,” Atanasov said. “Gods, the stench in this place—”

“Look again!”

“Lamprecht, there is no one in this chamber except you and me.”

“Get you without my head!” von Oldenburg thundered, clutching at his hair as whispers plagued him. “It’s that sentry, isn’t it? Where are you? Get in here!”

“Did you want to speak with me?” the young man said, appearing in the doorway.

Von Oldenburg lashed out and struck him forcefully about the face, flooring him. “Confound you, shut up! Stop your infernal fucking whispering!”

“Lamprecht, get a bloody hold of yourself!” Atanasov shouted.

Von Oldenburg strode over to the bed and grabbed his sabre. He snatched the blade out of its scabbard and advanced on the sentry. The man was crying out and scrabbling towards the door on his hands and knees when the blade came down. The first chop cut right through his lower spine, immediately paralysing his legs; the second bit deep into his shoulder. By the time von Oldenburg reared up for a third strike, Atanasov had pulled out her own pistol and shot the young man before he could suffer this lunatic murder any more.

Von Oldenburg let the blade clatter to the floor. A moment later, both he and Atanasov flinched as a great aethereal scream ripped through the air.

“Was that really necessary?” Atanasov demanded, brandishing a hand at the corpse.

“How can you not hear it? How can you not hear it?” von Oldenburg shouted back.

Atanasov’s nostrils flared. She looked as though she were going to say a great many things, but instead let the silence drag.

Eventually von Oldenburg calmed down. “It’s getting worse,” he rumbled, now with some measure of lucidity. He sighed. “Let me get dressed.”

The muscles of Atanasov’s jaw flexed. “I shall see about the sentry.”

“Would you? Thanks,” he said to her back as she left.

He stood alone in the chamber for a long time, sweating and breathing deeply.

“Gods,” he muttered, looking at the body of the young man. He rolled his eyes, and then walked over to the nightstand and opened the top drawer. There was the mechanism, untouched, unmoving. He picked it up and held it in his hand like an orb. There was its reassuring weight, the heft of it. He opened the top hatch, to see the Blood Stone remained fixed in its collet. It thrummed with arcane energies, warm to the touch and – to his eyes, at least – surrounded by a corona of pink light. It pulsed like a beating heart.

Can you hear it? The heartbeat of the earth?

“Count Lamprecht Oldenburg?”

“Hm?”

“You said something?”

“Did I?”

He looked around. He was not alone. He was not in his bedchamber. He was standing on the outskirts of Nordheim, whilst in front of him the last of its people were rounded up.

“My lord count?”

“Shut up a minute,” he muttered angrily. “Where the hell am I? How did I get here? What the hell time is it?”

“My lord?”

He turned. Atanasov was standing there stiffly. “I was just speaking to you in my bedchamber.”

Atanasov opened and then closed her mouth again. She thought a moment. “That was the better part of six hours ago.”

“Was it?”

“It was.”

“Fuck,” von Oldenburg muttered. He looked around, struggling to perceive his surroundings. His head pounded with a migraine and his mouth was dry. He took another long draw of the tonic. Some of the cloudiness left his head, but not much.

It was daytime. The middle of the morning, judging by the level and quality of light. It was a warm but grey and cloudy day, and he was standing in a field outside of Nordheim – the capital of the Casimiran province of Liendau. In front of him were several hundred people, kneeling, sitting or prostrate. It was a mixture of types – those without the wit, will or ability to flee his advance. The old, the young, the crippled. They jabbered away in Kòvoskan, weeping and pleading. Some had soiled themselves. Plenty more had given their breeches a good soaking.

The group was bracketed by Atanasov’s soldiers.

“You defected,” von Oldenburg said. He turned to the colonel. “You joined me.”

She seemed most displeased by his phrasing. “Indeed.”

He shook his head, trying to rattle the thoughts loose. “I remember. I remember now. You joined me.”

“I did.”

“You were sent to kill me.”

“I was.”

“But you joined me.”

“I did.”

Von Oldenburg looked around. Atanasov’s soldiers were bivouacked in rows of tents in the fields behind. Ahead, Nordheim quietly burned.

“Yes. I remember.”

“I’m pleased to hear it, my lord.”

“Together we shall restore the Empire of the Wolf.” No matter how sincerely he meant it – and he meant it very sincerely indeed – it was impossible to say the words without sounding utterly insane.

“That is certainly part of the plan, my lord,” Atanasov said tightly. “No need to rehearse it.”

Von Oldenburg chuckled. “I’d forgotten how much you detest me,” he said, and then the chuckle turned into a deep, rich laugh.

Atanasov said nothing. Her attention seemed to be fixed on those soldiers of hers who had not been persuaded to turn traitor, perhaps a thousand or so. Most had died after she had given the initial order; the rest had been captured, vacated and en-thralled. They stood more or less to attention, glassy-eyed, gaunt, close to expiry. Each had been branded on the forehead so as to be enslaved to von Oldenburg, the wounds mustard-yellow with pox.

“We shall do it, though.” He clapped her on the shoulder and smiled with lunatic brightness. “At the territorial and sanguinary cost of the House of Casimir.”

“I look forward to it, my lord.”

He gritted his teeth as anger blossomed within him. He leant forward, and she tried not to shrink back from his rancid breath. “I do not like your attitude,” he growled. Her ear was so close to his lips he could lick it. A part of him was tempted to. To bite it off.

Bite it off fucking do it bite her fucking ear off –

“Remember where you are and who you answer to,” he said very quietly.

Atanasov swallowed. “I remember, my lord. I remember.”

“Make me believe it.”

He sighed, and strode over to the assemblage of refugees. They shrank away from him. “You see that?” he said to the nearest, pointing to one of the vacated soldiers. “That is the problem.” He squatted down on his considerable haunches. The seams of his breeches creaked in protest. “See there? Look, damn you.”

When she tried to turn away, he gripped her by the chin and forcefully turned her head.

“These are the difficulties. The difficulties,” he repeated scornfully. “Look there. We can vacate them in tremendous numbers. A whole army in a matter of minutes. It’s quite a spectacle.”

The woman gagged as his rancid, poisonous breath washed over her.

“But the bottleneck comes from en-thrallment. I can only en-thrall them one at a time. You see? I really thought with the Blood Stone I would be able to slave them at range, but I can only vacate them at range. You see? I really thought—”

He stopped. The woman was weeping. “You’re not listening to anything I’m saying, are you? You don’t have the first fucking clue what I’m talking about.”

“Please,” she said in halting Saxan. “Please, don’t do this.”

“Don’t do what? You don’t know what I’m going to do. I can destroy an army, but I can’t bend them to my will. Well I can, but it takes a long fucking time.” He thought a moment. “I suppose what I should do is have the thralls brand each other. A line of production, like those newfangled manufactories they have in Sova.” He mused for a moment, annoyed with himself that he had not thought of it before. After all, the thralls were eminently pliable, and did not require particularly specific or detailed instructions. He had so jealously guarded the magickal enslavement process that he had not even considered that idiot thralls could do the job just as well, if not much more efficiently.

“Yes,” he breathed, as fresh thoughts turned over in his head. “A conjunction of… material production and the new spiritualism. Consumptive gods. Devouring gods. I can provide… Nema, I can provide physical materials to sate mortal needs, and astral matter, souls, spirits, to sate the needs of those in the aether. The Vorr.”

He remained crouching in a daze as everything tumbled into place, like the levers of an enormous cosmic lock. “Gods, it’s the answer. To everything. I understand now. I understand it all.”

He was broken from his reverie by the refugee gasping. He looked at her, then followed the line of her gaze. She was staring at the ground beneath him. Initially he thought he might have voided his bowels – an unfortunate by-product of his lengthy fixations. But instead he saw that the grass underneath him had died. A patch perfectly encircling his vertical profile.

He looked up at the woman. “The real problem is victualling,” he continued conversationally. She wept, quietly and hopelessly. “There’s just nothing to eat. It is hard enough marching the hale and healthy across a thousand miles of steppe, but when you have five thousand enslaved automatons who think nothing of their own self-preservation, what can you do except let them drop dead? On the battlefield they are tremendously useful, like self-guiding bombs. But on the march?” He shook his head. “And they stink. They are alive, technically, but they stink of death.”

“Why are you doing this?” the woman tried in Saxan as broken as her spirit.

“What? Speak up?”

“Why are you doing this? To what end?”

Von Oldenburg gave her a look that could curdle milk. “How is it not—” He paused, getting a grip on his anger. He looked about the field, as if the answer might simply present itself out of thin air. “How is it not obvious? What are you, thick? Simple?” He considered striking her, but could not muster up the energy for it. “I hate you. I hate Casimirs. I hate Sanques. I hate fucking pagans. I think you’re all ghastly, revolting little cunts. I hate that you think you are our equals. I think that’s what bothers me most of all.” He mused, considering whether that was indeed the most bothersome aspect. It was. “Yes. That you could move your little armies around the board, like children playing tin soldiers, pretending you are a serious power, pretending that any of it had any consequence whatever. I mean, look at this. Just look at it.” He gestured roughly to Nordheim where it lay, desolate. “You seriously thought to challenge the supremacy of Sova?”

He stood, spitting onto the grass. Gods, but he was angry. He took another swig of tonic – but rather than calm him, it simply made him even more jittery and impulsive – and fumbled the mechanism out of his pocket. The woman shrieked instinctively.

“What are you screaming about?” von Oldenburg demanded. “You have no idea what this is. Why are you screaming?”

But she didn’t stop screaming, and he had a headache, and so he pointed the eye of the sphere at her. With the power of the Blood Stone within he did not even have to incant any more. It seemed to know his will, something which might once have troubled him but which he no longer thought about. There was a crackle of malign energies, and a flash, and the mechanism was briefly connected to the woman via a spear of pink light; and then her mortal screams were transmuted to immortal screams, and he fancied he saw her soul, a black skeletal figure enshrouded in a corona of red flames, being forcibly ripped from her body and devoured.

Devouring gods.

The image lasted only for a moment. The rest of the Casimiran peasants on the beach broke out into lunatic shouting.

“What are you getting so worked up about?” he asked them. He gestured to the woman. “She’s still there. Look!”

The woman, glassy-eyed, vacant and drooling, pressed herself to her feet.

“See? She’s fine!” von Oldenburg said, snorting. Then he laughed. “She’s fine! Look!”

The woman moved silently to her nearest neighbour, an old man whose left leg was strapped in a splint.

“Quoi?” the old man had time to say, before the woman bent down and grabbed his face. A second later, his ghastly discorporate shrieks filled the aether as his soul was consumed. Then he stood, heedless of his lame leg, and the two of them moved to the next refugee.

Von Oldenburg chuckled as the penny finally dropped for those huddled on the grass. Suddenly imbued with mad desperation, those that could, fled. Some ran back towards Colonel Atanasov’s men, where they were handily intercepted; more still simply charged heedless into the fields.

“That’s not going to do you much good!” von Oldenburg called after them, in between bouts of laughter.

When the spectacle was over, Atanasov appeared at his elbow.

“Do you want to en-thrall any of these?” she asked, gesturing to the refugees, most of whom were now standing around gormlessly.

“No. I’m not interested in dregs.” Von Oldenburg looked over to the work encampment a quarter-mile to the east. “Most of them will not last the night.”

“Hm.”

“Come. Let us see how my designs are progressing. I want to talk to you about something.”
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They walked over to where a mass of thralls worked in a large makeshift sawmill. There wasn’t much lumber on the steppe, but that was not the point. Von Oldenburg had spent the last month experimenting with larger and more intricate gangs of workers, steadily increasing the complexity of the instructions he gave. Through constant experimentation and innovation, he had managed to reach a point where he could have almost a hundred thralls working in concert. Better yet, he could condition them with sound, too. Like sailors, they could be trained to respond to different whistles, varied by pitch and pattern. They could be ordered to defecate en masse, eat and drink en masse, sleep en masse, and most importantly, work en masse.

“The attrition is improving,” he said as they approached, pleased to note that there were only a dozen corpses on the ground. Invariably some choked on their food and suffocated, or did not properly heed the instructions to drink, and so expired for want of water. This was especially problematic in cases where there had hitherto been a language barrier. The most remarkable case had been of a thrall who happily ate and drank, but did not sleep. After three days, von Oldenburg and his people had started to lay bets on how long the man would last. In the end, after almost a week, he had died standing up.

“It is,” Atanasov said with distaste. Von Oldenburg knew she had no stomach for this part of his work. She was a soldier, after all, whose sole preoccupation was killing other soldiers. In many ways, von Oldenburg’s position was the inverse – or certainly was becoming so. Whilst he had set out to eliminate the House of Casimir from the mortal coil, and had enjoyed making progress in that direction, the intricacies and challenges of this new enterprise had begun to monopolise his thoughts.

“It is the marriage of the new industry and the new faith,” he said.

“What?”

“What do you mean, ‘what’?”

“I mean, what are you talking about?”

“How can you not see it?” He held up one hand. “Sova is on the cusp of two revolutions. One of manufacturing, of industry, of engineering and trade.” He held up his other hand. “And the other, a spiritual revolution.”

“A spiritual revolution?” Atanasov asked. There was enough tiredness in her voice to breathe oxygen into the embers of von Oldenburg’s anger. Could he kill her? Could he just blow her fucking brains out, or have her head off with his sabre? Perhaps he could vacate her and en-thrall her, the most degrading punishment of all.

But no. He needed her yet.

“Gods’ blood and fuck, think on it,” he muttered, drinking some tonic. “Use your fucking brain. Everybody is busy beseeching Nema for intercession. Running around, praying and pleading. ‘Nema save me, Nema save me’,” he wailed in falsetto. He took another long draw of tonic, and then jabbed an index finger into Atanasov’s breastbone. “And what has she done? Nothing.” He shrugged, and pocketed the tonic. “Look at this. Look at this.” He gestured to the thralls. “A horror, no?”

“A profound one,” Atanasov said stonily.

“And yet, who has stopped me? You were sent to stop me, and you didn’t.”

“Our objectives vis-à-vis Casimir align—”

“Oh, shut up about that. The point is this: everybody has been praying to and beseeching Nema, for centuries. Possibly millennia. All across the world. And what does she do?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing. In the span of three months, the Great Silence has claimed all the voices of heaven. The godhead must be two things to be considered thus: omniscient and omnipotent.”

“Uh-huh.”

“And yet Nema did not foresee the arrival of the Vorr.”

“No.”

Von Oldenburg shrugged. “Thus she lacks the necessary qualities of godhood.”

“A compelling point.”

“Who is omnipotent? Who is all-powerful? Who entered the astral plane and defeated and consumed everything there?”

“The Vorr.”

“The Vorr. The great devourer. Devouring gods. I would put it to you, Colonel, that we would all be better off worshipping them. That is what I am ‘talking about’. The marriage of the new industry and the new spirituality. The Vorr give us vacants; we turn the vacants to work. The Vorr are fed; our empire is fed.” He interlaced his fingers. “In a world of prophecies and portents, it is much too perfect a confluence to ignore.”

Atanasov nodded along. Her desperation to be out of his company radiated off her like heat from a kiln.

“It is an ambitious plan.”

“A plan that shall find fertile ground in Sova.”

Atanasov turned to look at him. “You mean to return to the capital?”

“Presently, and with all speed.” For all her desire to be away from him, he could tell she was intimidated by the prospect of operating without the aegis of his insanity.

“What should I do?”

“What do you think? Kill everyone. You have thralls. You have an army. Destroy Casimir. Destroy Sanque. Send ships to the Iris Isles and destroy the fortifications there, too. And once your task is complete, let them expire, and return to Sova in triumph.”

There was the briefest flicker of hunger in her eyes – but then she was moving awkwardly to fall into step beside him, for he had already turned away and started walking back to the encampment.

“You will not accompany me?” she asked.

“No. I have much to do. Destroying Casimir was only ever part of my plan. Or perhaps… it has become part of my plan. I feel as though…” How did he feel? It was as though his head, his brain, his mind, belonged not solely to him. Not any longer. That was how he felt. He shook his head. “Either way, in order to make long-lasting, firm, concrete change, I must excavate the spiritual bedrock of the city and remake it. And I can’t do it out here with nothing but a thousand miles of grass. Understand?”

“I understand, my lord. I will not fail.”

“I know you won’t,” von Oldenburg said. “I have given you the power of god. Now take it, and reduce Iliyanabourg to blood and ashes.”







V

The Third Order

“Gold, gunpowder and blood: the three commodities a state must expend concordant with the exigencies of the day. The question is never ‘If?’ but rather, ‘How much?’ The game of empire ends when any given column is depleted.”

MANAGOLD’S THE GLASS SABRE
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WEST MERIDIAN OCEAN

They made good time across the Meridian Ocean. If the Silk Winds continued to prove reliable, Kan was confident they would be across it in three weeks. Their destination was not Sova itself, but the very southernmost part of the contiguous Empire – the Prinzpatriate of Reichsgard. There, under the watchful eyes of the great fortress capital of Qasr Qaresh, they would sail upriver using the new thaumaturgic wind generators, and take the canals across the neck of the continent, past Port Talaka and into the Jade Sea.

Onmyoji Kuroda nodded as he was told this by Laine over a pot of coffee. The sorcerer had been offered some Sovan brandy, too, but had demurred.

“Dark times,” Kuroda said.

Laine exchanged a glance with Parish. Next to them, Father Eugenius nodded. “I don’t have a great deal of information about the plan,” Laine continued. “I understand it to concern the afterlife.”

Kuroda nodded. “A shadow has fallen over the spirit realm,” he said gravely. “There was a… dairyukou in the Temple of the Deer in Hakuchōjō. After that… renraku ga todaeta.” He waved his hands, trying to think of the translations.

“Ren… raku ga to… daeta?” Laine attempted.

Kuroda shook his head. “Cannot… speak with spirits. Poison. The mind fades. Transmission – or death.”

“The mind rot,” Parish said. “Like in Draedaland.”

Laine turned back to Kuroda. “What happened in the Temple of the Deer?” He paused, clearing his throat. “In Hakuchōjō?”

“… Dairyukou,” Kuroda said helplessly, apologetically.

Laine turned to Father Eugenius. “Do you know what that word means?”

“I’m certainly not an expert, but…” The priest turned to Kuroda. “Dairyukou? Boppatsu?”

“Kyouku. The mind… decays.”

“Some kind of outbreak or epidemic,” Father Eugenius said. “As Lieutenant Parish says; of the mind rot.”

“What’s the Temple of the Deer?”

“The Shikadera. It is where they worship Nema – well worship is not quite the right word. They revere her, but they do not believe her to be the chief goddess in the same way that we do. Nemanism was for a very long time illegal in the Shōgunate.”

“Well he might be on to something there,” Laine muttered. Like most in the Sovan Navy, Laine had slightly heretical leanings towards Neman Conformism, which featured much more prominently Stygio, Lord of the Sea. Father Eugenius, who was used to these profane asides, simply rolled his eyes.

“Do you know what is happening? With the afterlife?” Laine asked Kuroda.

Kuroda shook his head. “We do not… shinnyu… trespass. Third Order…” he gripped two fistfuls of air, “we control access. We take, ah, favour from spirits. Bestowed upon us, and use to…” now he pressed an index finger into the centre of his forehead, “see. Advance Ayakashi.”

Laine nodded, though he only half understood. “But you were affected? The powers leaked through into the mortal plane. Like in Draedaland?”

Kuroda nodded once. “Hai.”

“What happened to the infected?”

“Kill selves before spread.”

Father Eugenius took a moment to clarify, then turned to Laine. “The Third Order is a branch of the Shōgunate which deals with death magicks. It’s formed of the sub-orders of the Deer, Moth and Shark. It seems that… during a recent rite, there was an outbreak of mind rot in the Shikadera in the capital. Those who communed directly with the afterlife had their minds vacated and sought to attack others in the temple.” He spoke with Kuroda for another minute or so. “Rather than see the rot spread, the onmyoji barred the door and was killed.”

“Good heavens,” Laine said. “And since then, no more séance – one presumes.”

“Just so.”

Laine turned to the sorcerer. “My orders are to take you to the Jade Sea. We have signed a treaty with the mer-men there – the Treaty of Maris. The plan, as I understand it, is to fortify the Iris Isles, patrol the Radial Straits and basically keep an eye out for anything… unusual attempting to interfere with the Eye of the Sea. What do you reckon, Mr Parish, that’s about the skin of it?”

“I’d say so, sir.”

“I’m sure Sova will send further instructions in due course. How long will it take that bird of yours to come back?”

Kuroda nodded thoughtfully for a moment. “Week.”

Laine nodded. “As for berths, you can—” he started, but the onmyoji closed his eyes, suddenly preoccupied. “Is everything all right?”

Kuroda held up a hand for peace. “Ramukujira,” he said in a low voice.

“What’s that?”

Eugenius turned to him, alarmed. “The bulls.”

“Shit,” Laine snapped.

All of them launched to their feet. To Laine’s surprise, Kuroda was the first out of the captain’s quarters; he leapt up the stairs to the quarterdeck with a sprightliness that belied his age, and scurried to the aftercastle. A few miles fine on the starboard quarter, the Suigyū shouldered her way through the waves.

It was even colder now, and the sky was a deep bruise-purple and shot through with ragged streaks of grey. The wind was an incredible force, bordering on gale, and sang through the shrouds. “Reef the main, before we lose it!” Laine shouted to Kan.

“Bull rams, Captain!” Plesic shouted down from the maintop. “A half-dozen of them, on the bow!”

“Get back to it, you doghearts!” Laine thundered to the hands standing around gawping. Then he extended his spyglass and followed the line of Plesic’s finger to where, quarter of a mile away, telltale fountains of blowhole spray geysered into the air.

“Mr Parish, get them on the swivels.”

The lieutenant left Laine’s side and began barking orders to the hands to mount the swivel guns.

“Mr Stein!”

“Sir,” the captain of the Hyena’s Marines said.

“Get you up the maintop. See if a few volleys will frighten them off.”

“Wait.”

Laine’s brow furrowed. It was Kuroda who had spoken.

“Mr Kuroda, have you not a coat? You are going to freeze to death. Why don’t you make yourself comfortable in my quarters and we shall—”

Kuroda turned to him. “Wait,” he said again. Then he turned back in the direction of the whales and closed his eyes.

“What in blazes is he doing?” Laine asked Parish.

“I’m not sure, sir.”

One of the ram whales breached the water. It was an enormous bull, fifty feet long. Its head was shaped into a massive bone embola, which gave it its name. The females had no such protuberance, but the larger bulls could easily damage warships, and even hole them if they had no copper cladding on their bottoms.

Kuroda was doing something with his hands now, making a cycling motion as though he were gathering air into his chest; and then every so often he would push them out, his left hand palm-upwards, his right hand palm-out. He repeated this process several times, all whilst chanting.

One of the whales peeled off from the pod and began to swim quickly towards the Hyena.

“Fuck and blast,” Laine muttered. “Mr Parish!”

“Fire!” Parish shouted.

The swivel gun fired, as did the Marines. Light-calibre balls smacked into the water, sending up fountains of spray.

“Stop!” Kuroda shouted.

The bull thumped into the bottom of the Hyena, jolting the frigate.

“Confound you, Mr Kuroda!” Laine roared. “I shall not!”

But the onmyoji had returned to his curious ritual. “No shoot,” he said. “I yoke.”

Laine turned to Eugenius. “What in Nema’s name is he doing?” he demanded.

“I think he can control them,” Eugenius said uncertainly.

“No he bloody well can’t!”

“Communing with animals is certainly a power available to practitioners of the arcana. There is plenty of historic record in that vein.”

But Laine was not listening. “Get that thing reloaded!” he snapped to the team manning the swivel gun. “Mr Stein, hold your fire, damn you! Mr Plesic, where’s it gone?”

“He’s coming astern, Captain!”

“Mr Parish, any line with the chaser?”

“Not a chance, sir.”

Laine gritted his teeth. He walked up to where Kuroda stood on the aftercastle. “Mr Kuroda, I’m going to give you thirty seconds, and if that thing is not—”

“He’s abeam, sir, on the weather side!” Plesic called down from the maintop. “He’s… keeping pace?”

Laine opened his mouth, then closed it again. He turned back to Kuroda. The faintest of smiles played across the onmyoji’s lips.

“Would you mind telling me just what in the hell is going on?”

To his incredible surprise, the onmyoji stripped off his kimono and snatched up a loose length of rope from one of the stays. Then he held both of his arms out so that his body made a large T shape.

“Good gods, man, you’ll catch your death—”

Kuroda mounted the Hyena’s rail, and dived overboard.

Laine was so surprised it took him a moment to issue the call.

“Man overboard!” he roared. “Lines! Lines! Man overboard there!”

The cry was taken up by the hands. Men and women rushed to the larboard rail to see if they could spot Kuroda. Others hefted huge coils of rope buoyed by cork wads and tossed them over the side. But in a long career of sailing, Laine had never known a man retrieved from the water in such conditions. Even with the mainsail reefed they were making the better part of ten knots; the light was fading fast, and the water here was utterly frigid. Already they must have put several hundred yards between the frigate and Kuroda.

“Should I bring her about, Captain?” Canek called from the helm.

“Don’t be a bloody fool,” Laine replied. He had his spyglass out and was searching the frothing blue water for the man, but it was all utterly in vain. The ram whales did not eat men, but they crushed them without a second thought.

“I don’t understand,” Laine said to Parish a few minutes later as the latter joined him on the aftercastle.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Parish replied.

“It was all for naught. The whole mission a total waste of time. If he had the will to suicide, why did he not simply kill himself in Hakuchōjō? Why waste—”

He stopped suddenly as Plesic let out a trill of delighted laughter from the maintop.

“Prince of Hell, boy, what are you laughing at?”

But Plesic continued to cackle wildly. Eventually he pointed abeam of the lee side, and Laine hurried to the starboard rail.

“Son of a bitch.”

The bull had surfaced, and was gliding through the water next to the Hyena. Atop it crouched Kuroda, gripping the two ends of the rope, which he had wrapped about the bull’s embola.

“Blimey,” Parish observed. “The man must have a layer of blubber an inch thick.”

Laine gritted his teeth. “There’s something at work here, that’s for sure.”

Everyone aboard the Hyena was clapping and cheering now.

“Shut up!” Laine roared, achieving immediate silence. He turned to Parish. “When Mr Kuroda has finished his… demonstration, get him aboard. I’ll be in my quarters.”
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Kuroda joined Laine some time later, as he was taking his dinner. His steward, Vang, had laid out a hearty fare of salt pork and eggs – they had chickens aboard, and a goat for milk – as well as marsh ale and brandy.

If the Ayakashi had been affected by his adventure overboard, he showed no sign of it. Indeed, apart from his collar-length black hair, which was now damp and tied back, he looked hale and healthy – if anything, restored by the frigid brine of the West Meridian.

Laine looked up briefly from his meal. “You should not have done that. It is no trifle, throwing oneself overboard. You might easily have been killed.”

Kuroda bowed in conciliation. “You are right. I am sorry.”

Laine continued to eat for a little while, and then took a large swallow of brandy. Eventually he gestured to the chair in front of him. “Sit.”

Kuroda sat, and Vang brought him a plate with pork and eggs, as well as a hunk of bread and a pewter tankard of ale.

“Do you have any coffee?” Kuroda asked.

“Hm,” Laine replied, and turned to Vang. “Put on a pot, would you? I’ll have one as well.”

The steward bustled off to the galley kitchen, leaving the captain and the onmyoji alone. Behind Laine, windows let in the last of the day’s light, a striking array of red, orange and pink. The ship rocked and swayed on the swell; the weather was going to worsen overnight.

“Tell me what that was all about, then.”

“Practice,” Kuroda replied through his mouthful. He seemed to be absolutely ravenous.

“Practice?”

“Hm. Yoking takes energy. Time, practice.”

“‘Yoking’? You mean controlling them?”

Kuroda nodded.

“I must say,” Laine said, “I thought that was just a rumour.”

“No. Rare, but possible.”

“You are a sorcerer of unique talents, then?”

Kuroda shrugged magnanimously.

“Tell me about the structure of your orders. Father Eugenius mentioned there were martial orders. You belong to one of those, then?”

“Hm. The Onmyoji. Order of the Deer. But I trained with Taiyosenshi too. Underwater fighters.”

“And the third? The priest mentioned three.”

“Order of the Moth. Nenriki-Bushidan. Telekine samurai.”

“I see. And can you commune with the dead?”

Kuroda waggled his hand. “Some. But forbidden now, as you know.”

“Because of the mind rot.”

“Hm.”

Laine examined the man in front of him. He had a little experience of the Tsukumese, as well as the various peoples within their sphere of influence: the Tangaroans, Goharlanders, Hye Islanders, Golden Islanders. The Shōgunate controlled an enormous region of the West Meridian, after all, a collection of islands covering several million square miles of ocean. They were the foremost naval power in the region by size, and they would soon eclipse the various dynasties of the Southern Plains as Sova’s main trading partner. Only the two empires’ vast distance from one another – over six thousand nautical miles between their closest points – and a fairly strident language barrier had prevented much in the way of bilateral relations. But this disconnect was being rapidly eroded by Sova’s insatiable lust for trade and the ongoing quarantine of I’Kamataxia. Never in the nation’s history had so much money stood to be made by so many people.

Vang arrived with a pot of piping-hot coffee. He poured the two men a cup each, and then retired out of earshot – or rather, what Vang claimed was out of earshot.

“You have soldiers on the Suigyū, then? These submariners?” Laine asked.

“Hai.”

“And they are trained and equipped to fight underwater?”

“Hai.”

“Do you know what is happening? In the afterlife?” Laine asked eventually.

Kuroda shook his head. “No. Have theories, but must speak with Stygion.”

“Well you know my orders are to fortify the Iris Isles.”

“Hm. The Eye of Sea must remain closed. For ever.”

Laine ate his salt pork; the onmyoji had already consumed his at an astonishing rate.

“What happens if it’s opened?” he asked after a while. “The Eye.”

“Must be closed again.”

“And what if it cannot be?”

Kuroda considered the question for a moment.

“Then we must fight whatever comes through.”

There was a pause. “Blimey.”

“Hm.” Kuroda gestured to him with his coffee cup. “May I have another?”
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The Hyena carried on for another twenty days. The Suigyū struggled on in the distance, never closer than the horizon. Kuroda did not yoke any more ram whales, citing the energy cost, and Laine approved though was privately disappointed.

They reached the uninhabited Hamer Vallen islands and passed into the Zyrahn Straits. Here the waters were shallower and warmer, turquoise rather than the rich royal blue of the Meridian, and lousy with Dynastic caravelas and wallowing cogs, with the odd packet boat close to shore. They hugged the Zyrahn, Balabrian and latterly Ereban coastlines, waving to fishermen and laughing at children playing with the herring dogs. The Hyena had been away for nearly six months, and although they caught the odd bit of news from other Sovan Navy ships, they were not up to speed on the latest situation in the Kyarai.

One day, when the Straits were dead calm, Laine took a dozen men – including Kuroda – to where the River Eskua met the Straits. Here, as with the Rivers Hatz and Iltzea, was an enormous oasis fifty miles wide and a hundred deep into the Southern Plains, a place otherwise marked by endless tracts of hot savannah and dusty scrubland.

Ereba sat in the Eskua Delta, and like the other Dynasties, was a large, prosperous city state. A dramatic mediaeval wall watched over the mouth of the river, as well as several dozen big brass naval guns which looked to have been imported from Sova. They rowed to the mouth of the river and into a small port settlement that pre-dated the large city. Here they were quickly swarmed by traders and whores, though Laine wanted only two things – the latest news, and the tar-thick coffee the Dynasts enjoyed.

They made their way to a coffeehouse whilst the shoreboat was loaded up with a dozen prostitutes to take back to the Hyena. Laine, like most sailors, could speak a decent amount of Zyrahn, which was the lingua franca of every port in the region, and soon he and Kuroda were sitting on the rooftop terrace of a square building of whitewashed adobe, overlooking the delta. Behind them, the enormous city of Ereba rose up through the haze.

“Gods’ blood, that’s the stuff,” Laine said, as he took a sip of coffee so thick he could practically chew it. “That Plainsman’s gruel they serve in Sova is piss compared to this.”

Kuroda wrinkled his nose. He had tried the coffee gamely, but like most Tsukumese, he drank tea in vast quantities, and he set the mug to one side.

“We must keep moving.”

Laine nodded to the horizon. “Oh, it’ll pick up again soon; the Straits rarely want for weather. Tell me about where you are from.”

Kuroda, a laconic man by any standard, had kept to himself for much of the trip across the Meridian. He seemed to spend the majority of his time in a meditative state. Now, stranded as they were, it seemed as though they might indulge in a little small talk.

“I live in Hakuchōjō,” he said. “They have…” He thought for the word. “Apartments? For the onmyoji. Each member of the First, Second and Third Orders is given house.”

“Do you have a garden?”

Kuroda closed his eyes and smiled, nodding. “Yes. Beautiful garden.” He held his hands out as though holding a large invisible box. “Big.”

“Wife? Husband? Children?”

“Wife. Chihiro. No children.” He gestured to Laine. “And you?”

“Oh, I’m a Meinrad sprog,” he said; and then, when Kuroda gave him a quizzical look, “Sailor’s bastard. Never knew my father. Raised in a naval orphanage in Port Meinrad.”

Kuroda stroked his goatee for a few moments. “They let bastard be officer?”

Laine grunted his amusement. “A hundred years ago they wouldn’t have, but the Sovan Navy is entirely merit-based now. It was the only way to compete with Casimir. We are not a natural naval power, not like the Brigalanders or – dare I say – you Tsukumese, though some of your ships are floating museums.”

Now Kuroda snorted. “Suigyū is, yes. But main Imperial fleet crush Sovan fleet, yes?” He mimicked using a pestle and mortar.

Laine laughed, and then Kuroda laughed, and they were still laughing when an Ereban man in white Neman Inalabric robes approached the table. He had about his waist a silken sash of Dynastic colours and a recurved blade with a goat’s-foot hilt.

“Captain Laine?” he asked.

“That’s me,” Laine said, gesturing to the chair next to him.

“My name is Rusul.” He sat. “You are looking for news?”

“I am.”

He looked at Kuroda. “You are a long way from home, friend.”

The onmyoji nodded. “Hai.”

“Hye Islander?”

“Ayakashi.”

“You want saki? Yes?”

Kuroda looked genuinely surprised. “Yes. Please.”

“And you, Sovan; brandy?”

“I’ve more brandy on that ship then you have coffee in this house.”

“Suit yourself.”

The Ereban bustled away and returned a little while later with a small ceramic bottle of saki. Kuroda drank it like a man finding water in a desert.

“Where are you going?”

“The Jade Sea,” Laine said.

“You are taking the canals?”

He nodded.

Rusul sucked his teeth. “Casimir has taken Port Talaka, yes? You know this?”

Laine bit back an oath. Even though he had heard about the loss of Port Talaka from a few different sources, he had still hoped it was a rumour.

“Are you sure?”

Rusul nodded once. “Certain.”

“What about the Jade Sea fleet?”

“Burned at Oksanastadt.”

Laine pounded the table with his fist, drawing the attention – and ire – of the coffeehouse’s other patrons.

“What about the canals? The wind generators?”

The Ereban waggled his hand. “Not sure. I know the generators are working to at least Radovansburg. Probably the Interior, too. As for the Kyarai?” He shrugged. “We do not know. No one does, here,” he added, eager for his fee not to find its way into another newsman’s hands.

“It is vital that I get across the neck of the continent. Are the canals at least completed?”

“Yes, they are finished. But Port Talaka is in Casimiran hands. Sova kept Port Gero but not Talaka, yes? So…” Another shrug. “Maybe get through, maybe not.”

“Fuck and blast,” Laine muttered, handing the Ereban a goldmark bit for the news and the drinks. The man bowed and took his leave.

“What does this mean?” Kuroda asked, ruddy-cheeked from the heat and saki.

“It means,” Laine said, looking to the east as though he might see the mouth of the River Reka from two hundred miles away, “we might have to fight our way through.”







VI

A Dark Firmament

“Why does Sova care nothing for a person’s colour? Most consider the answer lies in the Empire’s inexhaustible lust for manpower, which would by itself militate against any such prejudice. The truth is far simpler: the shade of a person is so often their least interesting characteristic.”

CHUN PARSIFAL’S PENITENT EMPIRE
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SOVA

He had long dreamt of returning to Sova in triumph – in the same way he had promised Atanasov would. He snorted. Atanasov would be lucky to see out the week.

“She lacks conviction,” he said to the man opposite him in the stagecoach. He was a curious fellow, his skin cracked and burnt, his eyes roasted white like a cooked fish. He filled the coach with the smell of ash. Indeed, it was the only thing he filled the coach with. Certainly it was not conversation.

“That was her problem,” von Oldenburg continued, looking out the window. They were entering Sova from the east, picking their way over broken roads that snaked through the wetlands. Here were crumbling tenements, subsiding workhouses and, in the shadow of the old Estran Wall, Blackmarsh Asylum and the Westmarsh debtors’ prison. It was a gloomy, damp, overgrown, uninviting place, made all the more remarkable by its proximity to the city’s political precinct. A man with a good arm could throw a stone from the Royal Exhibition Centre and have it land in the wetlands.

“Is her problem.”

The burnt man regarded von Oldenburg with his dead white eyes, but said nothing.

“It takes a person of special character to invade another country. To lead an army into hostile land. The gall of it.” Von Oldenburg shook his head. “A person of special character.”

He took a swig of tonic.

The stagecoach passed under Sungate, a mediaeval fortification having long fallen to disrepair, and onto the Haugen Highway. It was late at night, and save for gangs of Kasar loitering in the shadows of the Wolfsland township, the place was deserted.

They clattered down the highway. Von Oldenburg wanted nothing more than to return to his palatial residence on the Summit of the Prefects, but of course, he had been disavowed. Instead, they continued for half a mile down the highway, past the grain market, past the Martyr Hospital, until eventually they stopped at a staging station for people heading to Haugenstadt.

He turned as the coach door was pulled open. Broz stood there, half lost under an enormous duster and broad-brimmed hat. “Let me have a look around,” he said.

Von Oldenburg nodded. He turned back to speak with the burnt man, but he was gone.

“Hm,” he grunted. He reached a shaking hand into his pocket and gripped the mechanism there; then he took another drink of tonic.

After a minute of sitting in silence, he reached into his pocket and touched the mechanism again.

It was still there.

“A person of special character,” he muttered to himself, and then cried out as Broz appeared at the coach door again. “Gods fuck and confound you, man!”

Broz ignored him. “Come, my lord. I’ve secured you a room.”
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He awoke late the next morning wedged in the corner of his bedchamber, with a back in agony and a head full of nightmares.

“Gods’ blood,” he muttered as the dreams faded into the depths of his subconscious.

He stood, every bone in his body crick-cracking in a great crepitous paroxysm. He was cold and naked, and seemed to have passed the entire night jammed into the vertex of the bedchamber in a most unnatural position.

And Nema Victoria, his fingers hurt. He felt them, interlacing them, rubbing them in each hand. They looked as though they had been savaged by something, chewed on. They were desperately tender to the touch, and in places scabrous. He poked and probed his own mouth, trying to bestir his mind to remembrance, trying to work out if he had bitten his fingers in his sleep – he was hardly a stranger to autophagia, after all. Then he winced as bizarre memories surfaced, the feeling of walking into an enormous mouth, soft, moist flesh underneath his feet, running his hand across osseous walls like molars, feeling draughts of humid air blowing over him like breath.

The feeling of ripping a man’s jaw off his skull.

“Gods’ blood,” he muttered again, clutching his head. What baffling portents were these?

He staggered over to the wardrobe and clothed himself, and then paused. He picked up his shirt off the floor, and brought it up to his nose. It had a curious smell, like…

“What in the damned fucking hell is that? Incense?”

Furious, he pulled on the rest of his clothes and tramped downstairs, ignoring the repeated calls of the proprietor. He shouted for Broz a few times in the common room, but without conviction. He had some vague memory of dispatching the man in the dead of night.

He found his way to the pantry and ransacked it, eating bread that for all he knew was two-parts-to-one mould, and then found a bottle of brandy. He sat in the scullery and drank it, raking over his nightmares. Every time he turned his mind to the task, he could think of nothing except the burnt man, and a phrase in a strange pagan language.

“Vorantaj dioj,” he said aloud. The words appeared fully formed in his head, some sort of spectral injunction. They rolled around his brain like marbles in a bowl. “Vorantaj dioj.”

He reached into his pocket, and sighed with all the euphoric conviction of an opia addict.

The mechanism was still there.
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He had a plan.

He was convinced that with a bit of grit, determination, some money in the right hands and a few choice murders, matters could be brought not only firmly to heel, but turned to his favour in as little as a month. Now that the Empress had arrayed the pathetic arcane apparatus of Sova against him, the timing had become important.

He returned to his chamber, washed and redressed in clean clothes, and by the late morning was sitting in the office of the City Yeoman. It was a bold opening gambit. The Yeomanry was a reserve regiment of soldiers garrisoned in the capital. Ostensibly their role was to protect Sova from foreign powers; in reality they were deployed as a paramilitary constabulary to put down unrest and riots in the city.

“Isn’t there an arrest warrant out for you?” Colonel Gold rumbled as von Oldenburg was ushered into his office. Gold was a portly man with skin the texture of overcooked gammon and a habit of breathing through his open mouth which made him seem stupid. Von Oldenburg suffered an immediate and violent compulsion to attack him, but controlled the urge with half a bottle of tonic.

The mechanism was still in his pocket.

“Who aren’t they seeking to arrest these days?” he said, rolling his eyes. “Seems to me that they will seek to shut up just about anybody with views contrary to the Imperial Household.”

Gold grumbled his agreement.

“Have you seen this?” von Oldenburg asked, tapping the newspaper on Gold’s desk.

“Not yet.” The colonel opened the door to his office and called out for coffee, and then returned and sat down. He picked up the paper and examined the headlines. “Yes. She’s making a pig’s ear of everything. Whale oil. Casimir. Fishmen. The whole fucking lot.” He threw the paper down on the desk. “So, what? You want to overthrow her?”

Von Oldenburg let out a thunderous bray of laughter, as though this were the most preposterous thing any man had ever suggested in the history of the Empire.

“No,” he chortled, to Gold’s utter perplexion. “Not at all.”

“It was a joke, my lord count. Just a… silly joke.”

“Yes. Obviously,” von Oldenburg said. “Obviously it was a joke, and I took it as such. I’m not here to talk about the Empress.”

“What are you here to talk about, my lord? I am a busy man.”

Von Oldenburg had to stifle another, much more sincere, laugh.

“The Neman Church.”

“Ah. You heard about the murder, then.”

Von Oldenburg opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again. He thought for a moment. “The murder of who?”

“Cardinal Tchida.”

“Cardinal Tchida?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, yes. I’d heard a rumour,” he lied. “Have there been any developments?”

“It only happened last night.”

“Yes, well. There is what the public knows, and there is what men like you know.”

Von Oldenburg was not surprised to find Gold quite enjoyed this naked flattery.

“The only thing I’ve been told is that the cardinal was murdered last night in the Temple of Nema,” he reflected with intolerable self-importance. “Apparently there was witchcraft involved. The corpse has been desecrated.”

“Desecrated? How?”

“Rumour has it the man’s jaw was unhinged. Like a snake’s.” Von Oldenburg watched the colonel’s mind turn over as he spent a few moments trying to make a joke out of a priest and a snake – some witticism, perhaps, based on duplicity. But the silence stretched, and he abandoned his efforts.

Von Oldenburg cleared his throat. “Who killed him?”

“I’ve absolutely no idea,” Gold said, at the same time as his eyes darted to von Oldenburg’s injured hands. One of them had started bleeding.

Von Oldenburg chuckled. “Bloody dog,” he said, wiping them with a rag. He could still feel Tchida’s teeth, he realised. He could feel the middle finger of his right hand pressing into the cardinal’s soft palate, could feel Tchida’s head wedged into the crook of his arm.

“Used my left arm around his neck,” he said dreamily. “And then I…” He remembered now, or rather, his body remembered. It was muscle memory. He could feel Tchida’s skull pressed into the left part of his chest as he pulled, and the bloody great crack of the jaw coming loose, cheeks tearing –

“Your dog?”

“Trying to feed the bloody hound,” von Oldenburg said cheerfully. “It was the damnedest thing. He’s ill. Won’t take his food.”

“It doesn’t much look like a dog bite.”

“What are you, some sort of fucking expert?”

There was another pause as the door opened and Gold’s ADC entered with two cups of coffee. He spared a brief glance at von Oldenburg. Did the man’s eyes widen ever so slightly?

“Thank you,” Gold muttered.

After the ADC had left, von Oldenburg said, “I am counting on your discretion, Colonel Gold.”

“Discretion about what? I haven’t the faintest notion of why you are here.”

“I told you. The Neman Church.”

“The Neman Church.”

“They are preaching the wrong thing.”

“The wrong thing?”

“I think Neman Victorianism is… Do you know what is happening?”

“What is… happening?”

“Gods, man, if I’d wanted to speak to a parrot, I would have gone to the fucking zoo. Do you know what is happening in the afterlife?”

Gold sipped his coffee with a daintiness that belied his frame and general idiocy.

“I can’t say I do.”

“Something is happening in the holy dimensions which affects all of us. I think it is something which the Victorian Church is at pains to conceal. They want us focused on worshipping Nema, but we are all looking in the wrong direction.” Von Oldenburg paused, acutely aware that Gold’s eyes were looking rather glazed over. “Are you following me?”

“I can’t say I am, my lord.”

The man was inscrutable. He might have been hungry, sensing an opportunity for advancement and promotion from one of the most powerful men in the Empire; he might have felt nothing but pity at von Oldenburg’s shambolic presentation and frightening decline, all whilst his ADC fetched constables from the city watch.

“Are you familiar with the works of Rochus?” von Oldenburg tried. His headache was returning.

“No—”

“Parsifal?”

“No… My lord, do you need me to speak to someone for you? A physician, perhaps—”

“Damn you, man, listen to me!” von Oldenburg thundered. “We need to stop the Nemans. Yes? They have to be stopped. All of them.”

“My lord count, I am not sure what reputation I command, such that you think you can come here to my office and ask me these things. Indeed, the more I reflect on it, the more I am certain that you are a wanted man, and on serious charges. Now, notwithstanding that I might personally agree with a great many of your policies, I am not about to lead the Yeomanry on a… pogrom of Neman clergy across Sova.”

Von Oldenburg stroked the mechanism in his pocket incessantly. “You are not listening to me—”

“If you know of, for example, practising Conformists in the city, you should speak with the city watch and allow them to handle the matter.”

“For Nema’s sake, I’ve no time for this—!”

“And now if you’ll excuse me, I have matters to attend to. I shall not say anything to anyone, but I cannot guarantee you have not been seen coming here.”

Von Oldenburg began to sweat. His pulse rose most disagreeably, and could not be calmed even with almost two thirds of a bottle of tonic. Suddenly this entire scheme felt hare-brained. He had come here half-cocked, rambling about Nemanism, sounding like an insane person. Gold was probably about to pen some letter to Blackmarsh Asylum – or worse, the Metropolitan Constabulary.

“What is it you want?” von Oldenburg asked in a sudden flash of inspiration.

There was a pause. It was clear Gold been about to stand up and open the door to usher him out. Now his chair creaked as he relaxed somewhat. “What?”

“What is it you want. You are what, colonel of the Yeomanry Regiment. How many men do you command?”

There was another long pause as Gold appraised him. “All right, I’ll bite. About four thousand, all in.”

“And what is your ambition? Brigadier?”

Another pause.

The mechanism felt warm in von Oldenburg’s pocket.

“As you are intimately familiar with the structure of the Sovan Army,” he continued, “you will know that brigadier general is not a rank that is attainable for a Yeoman.”

“No. It is not. Which… is a shame.”

“It is a shame. Over the course of a long political career, Colonel, I have never known an army officer want for ambition. But I have known officers want for connexions – and funds.”

There was another weighty pause. “The senior commissions are expensive.”

“And well-placed friends are hard to come by. Tell me, Colonel Gold: did you envisage this to be the apex of your career?”

“No,” the man said, a little too quickly.

“No. Ordering the shooting of commonfolk in the streets, rioters or no, takes some of the lustre off service, does it not?”

“The thought had crossed my mind.”

“I have a proposal for you.”

“Is that so.”

Von Oldenburg sat back in his chair. “I have but to say the word, and I can make you a brigadier in the formation of your choice.”

“How can you? You’ll be in Victorygate Prison before the end of the week.”

“No. I won’t.”

“How can you be sure? I am not about to yoke myself to a wanted traitor.”

“Because,” von Oldenburg said. “I have seen it. I have seen it.” In the corner of the room sat the burnt man, eyes closed in quiet contemplation. The chamber filled with the smell of ash. “I have many friends still. You said yourself: you respect my politics. You think you are alone in this? I have but to reveal my hand and half the Senate will rally around me.”

“And the other half?”

“Can be taken care of. With your help.”

Gold grimaced. He clacked his tongue as he thought. He took another sip of coffee, but it had gone cold. “If I were to agree to be a part of this scheme,” he said eventually. There was another pause. “I would want a colonial command.”

Von Oldenburg shrugged. “Whatever you desire.”

“And rights to a land parcel in Maretsburg.”

“I can arrange that.”

“And a stipend.”

Von Oldenburg – already realising that Gold would need to be murdered, and that these promises were exercises in mere fantasy – only pretended to consider this. “We can work out the details of our arrangement in due course, but that shall not be difficult to organise.”

There was a creak of wood as Gold reclined. “You are obviously suffering from some malady.”

In the corner, the burnt man chuckled. It was the first sound von Oldenburg had ever heard him make.

“It can be managed,” von Oldenburg said, pulling out the tonic bottle and drinking down the dregs. “Medicinal mercury.”

“Hm,” Gold grumbled. He pulled out two crystal tumblers and a bottle of brandy. A moment later and he was handing a charged glass to von Oldenburg.

“This is my medicine,” he said.

“I can well believe it.”

Gold took a long draw. “What is it you want done?” he asked. “You have enemies in the church?”

“Precisely that.”

The Yeoman rumbled a little while longer as he turned over this Faustian bargain in his head.

“You want them, what? Killed? Arrested? Imprisoned?”

Von Oldenburg nodded carefully. “The problem as I see it is our focus on Nemanism is misplaced.”

“Yes, you mentioned. Something about Conformism.”

“No. You brought up talk of Conformists. In fact it may be that we need to ally ourselves with the Conformists. Drive a wedge between the two sides. It is easier to achieve matters when your enemies are in a state of chaos.”

“As far as I am aware, the Conformists still cleave to Nemanism as the primary tenet of the faith—”

“Some other heretical sect, then!” von Oldenburg erupted. His fist tightened around the mechanism. Do it. Turn him into a fucking vacant. Do it! Do it now! “If the past two months have taught me anything,” he said, trying to level his breathing, “it is that they are ten a goldmark bit in this rats’ nest. You are the head of the Yeomanry, you must have intelligence on every one of these blasted pox-ridden dogshit cults.”

“Hm,” Gold said, thinking. Von Oldenburg could practically see the steam coming from the man’s ears. “There’s one that springs to mind. One I’ve had my eye on for a while, though they seem to have recently attracted the patronage and protection of the Imperial Household.”

“Who?”

“It’s a collection of degenerates. Pagan confederates, witches, foreigners.”

“How is it that such gross motley has attracted the patronage of House Haugenate?”

“The specifics are shrouded in secrecy, but they are working with the Engineers on some arcane matter.”

Von Oldenburg gritted his teeth. He had a feeling he knew precisely what this “arcane matter” was.

“They have a name? This cult? And an address?”

“Indeed.” Gold opened one of his desk drawers and rummaged through it. He pulled out a thick sheaf of papers and looked over the top one. “Here it is,” he said, showing von Oldenburg and tapping the relevant part.”

“The Magpie Alley Society,” von Oldenburg said with relish.
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He left the Yeomanry headquarters in a good mood, having achieved much more than he’d anticipated. At times it was difficult to form coherent thoughts; but he reckoned he’d managed to fool Gold into thinking he was mostly politicking, rather than attempting to overthrow the only legal religion in the Sovan Empire, excise it entirely and replace it with a new church. That was sure to unravel in time as the madness in his head fully unfurled its wings and took flight.

Was it madness, though? Indeed, the opposite seemed to be the case; he seemed to be the only sane person within the Empire. After all, beseeching Nema for intercession when she was incapable of granting it – what was that except madness? It was time to plant the roots of Sovan spiritualism in virgin soil.

He made his way back to the boarding house, keeping to back alleys and the insalubrious eastern parts of Sova – of which there were a glut – and there returned to the scullery and spent the balance of the day drinking brandy. Broz had bought out the rest of the rooms and disposed of the proprietor, so he had the run of the place, which gave him enough peace to ruminate on his next actions.

There were others, besides the City Yeomanry, whom he needed to turn to his cause. In fact, he considered that to be the least challenging aspect of his plan. There were senators, after all, who wanted nothing more than to strip out the Council of Bishops’ voting bloc whatever the reason. And if Gold came good, then he had some powder behind him as well.

No, the hardest thing would be the commonfolk. Even if there were tens of thousands of secret Conformists in the city, the people had grown tired of endless warfare and economic turmoil. He would have great difficulty in spreading the word about the Vorr without sounding like a total fucking lunatic. He would have to present it as the opposite: his new church would bring certainty and stability; his new industry, prosperity.

He felt a little like the old von Oldenburg – self-possessed, a man of action, confident – as he eventually returned to his chamber, stripped off and climbed into his bed. But even as he pulled the sheets over him, having no real notion of the time beyond the tolling of the bell outside, he could hear the resumption of the whispers, the darkness of the bedchamber invading his mind, the telepathic siren song of the holy dimensions and their new custodians.

“Vorantaj dioj,” he whispered aloud. He intoned it like a responsorial psalm, hoping that if he imbued it with enough solemnity and respect and fear, the Vorr would see him for what he was: a loyal subject.

As he sank into the depths of unconsciousness, it was the sound of laughter, rather than screaming, which echoed through infinity.
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That night, something about the sky had changed. There were no stars, no clouds, no moon. In fact, there was nothing in the firmament at all. Instead, as he blinked and squinted and tried to discern what he was looking at, it seemed… ridged. Vaulted. Like the inside of a whale’s gullet.

He moved through the streets effortlessly, as though gliding. It was the middle of the night, and there was almost no one around save for the odd constable. A distant high-pitched sound – which gradually resolved into an endless chorus of terrified screaming – filled his ears.

In the distance, what looked like the silhouette of a glowing white deer darted between buildings.

“Bitch whore,” he muttered, his expression curdling. Now he was moving quickly, weaving down alleys, running down the bank of the Sauber, leaping over rusting outflow pipes and slipping on iridescent chemical scum coating the embankment, and he –

– was stabbing the man, stabbing his neck with an oyster shucker, and hot blood was splashing his wrist like a stream of piss, and he was stabbing again and again in the face and neck, and the man was screaming and gurgling his way into the afterlife, biting his hands madly, his fingers in his mouth, and he was prising open the man’s jaw, cutting the anchoring sinews behind the cheeks and neck, levering the shucker between bone joints and unhingeing it, and pulling it down, so far down that the man’s chin was at the base of his neck –

The bizarre, fantastical dreams of Cardinal Tchida’s murder filled his mind with incredible clarity.

Devouring gods, I beseech thee.

He needed more… ritual. He needed to create institutions, clergy, evangelists, missionaries, not just here in Sova, but abroad. It was true that not every country practised Nemanism, but they were all aware of the afterlife as a real and tangible place, and they certainly were not affording the Vorr their due attention and respect.

‘Vorantaj dioj’, he wrote in the cardinal’s blood –

Now he was on the other side of Wolfsland, near the grain market. He moved with purpose, striding down streets, the mechanism in his pocket throbbing, pulsing with heat, driving him on, guiding him.

He entered an abandoned tenement and ascended the steps there. His nostrils filled with the smell of mould and, standing outside the topmost internal door, death. There were vacants here. He could sense them, could feel the stain they left in the aether.

He kicked the door in. Beyond the threshold, hunched over a journal, was a woman – the chamber’s only occupant.

Von Oldenburg’s face split into a broad grin.

“Hullo, Yelena,” he said.







VII

Measure Twice, Cut Once

“What do the very wealthy and the very poor have in common? They no longer take any joy from life.”

BILIOUS JOSEPH
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Summit of the Prefects

SOVA

“Sounds like a damn-fool business to me,” Glaser said as he roughly petted his new dog. It was a bloody great Sovan war shepherd, a golden short-haired beast of an animal that came up to Renata’s mid-thigh. In spite of its demonic aspect – the breed had naturally reddish eyes – it tussled and bounded about like a puppy.

“We are running out of options,” Gagnier said from a nearby peach tree. There was a whole orchard of them in Glaser’s garden, and there was an unofficial, centuries-old tradition for the prefect in residence to make and sell schnapps on Harvest Tide.

Glaser sighed. “Give it to me,” he said.

“Give what to you?” Gagnier asked.

“Not you. The dog.”

The dog – Holly – dropped a stick into Glaser’s palm.

“How am I positioned?” he asked Renata.

“Depends,” she replied.

“On what?”

“Whether Holly can fly. You are about to throw it off the side of the summit.”

Glaser chortled, and tossed the stick to the back of the orchard. Holly bounded after it, nearly flooring Gagnier in the process.

“How does it work?” he asked. “The séance.”

Gagnier approached them. “The documents from Zetland have given us the necessary manuals for the descent into Limbo,” she said. “What’s clear to me is that the monks of the Bruta Sarkan had at some point in the past spoken with the Kasari Spiritsraad. The wolfmen are the experts in accessing Limbo.”

“Bosko says they’re all dead,” Renata said. “The Spiritsraad.”

Glaser nodded knowingly. “Not surprised to hear that in the least. How do you access Limbo?”

“Sacrifice,” Gagnier continued. “They used to sacrifice a special type of Kasari runt husbanded by a Sovan knight named Sir Anzo Amalric. He bred mutant wolfmen with just the right level of consciousness so as to be an effective anchor for the Nyrsanar Navi. Before you ask, that is the descendant incantation.”

“I’m afraid I still don’t—” Glaser began.

“Historically,” Gagnier said with increasing impatience, “to access the holy dimensions, necromancers used corpses, and preferably fresh ones. The soul descends into the afterlife and the necromancer holds it, like holding the chain of an anchor. But what’s interesting is, according to the notes from Zetland, the corpse was never actually the important thing. The key—”

“Is blood.”

They all turned. Yelena Tesařik had just exited the manse’s rear entrance, shown into the garden by Velimir. He gave Renata a smile; she returned it.

“Where have you been?” Gagnier asked. “We were expecting you in the library this morning.”

Tesařik ignored her.

“How are you, Yelena?” Renata asked.

“Fine,” she grunted, looking anything but.

“Did you complete your review of von Oldenburg’s materials?”

Tesařik flinched as though Renata had made to poke her in the eye. “Yes,” she said quietly.

There was an awkward silence.

“Raimund, she’s eating peaches again!” Velimir called from the back of the house.

“Who? Yelena?”

Renata put a hand over her mouth.

“The bloody dog, you fool!”

“Holly! Drop it!” Glaser snapped.

Renata met Yelena’s eye, trying to tease a smile out of the woman. But Tesařik stared fixedly at the floor. She had always been an uneasy ally, but there was something clearly wrong that went beyond her natural reticence.

“Are you certain you’re all right?” Renata pressed.

“Stop asking me that.”

“Right,” Glaser said, straightening up. His jacket was covered in dog slobber and masticated peach. “Where were we? Ms Gagnier, are you certain you’re not going to accidentally summon some bloody demon?”

Renata searched Tesařik’s face for any hint of reaction.

“No,” Gagnier said simply. “But there are some preparations we must make. We must ward ourselves. This is something Ms Tesařik is capable of doing.”

She nodded.

“Speak up,” Glaser said.

“Yes,” Tesařik grunted.

“So these volumes from Zetland are like instruction manuals?” Glaser asked.

“Just so,” Gagnier said.

“You know, Zénaïde, that everyone – every man and woman – in that benighted place died attempting this.”

“Renata has already told me.”

“So you are going to do what exactly? Drink blood?”

“Yes.”

“Whose blood?”

“Peter Kleist’s.”

Glaser shook his head. “I think you are as like to kill yourselves as to achieve anything sensible.”

“You will not join us then?” Renata asked, her voice freighted with disappointment.

Glaser snorted. “I am sorry, Excellency. I know that bold measures are required, but this sounds like a suicide mission.”

They stood in silence – the natural state of the task force. Long periods of quiet reflection as each person briefly allowed the enormity of the task, and the horror of the mission, to consume them. Their lives had become sentences consisting entirely of ellipses.

“Perhaps I shall go and see how Azura is getting on,” Renata said eventually.

“When will you do it? The séance?” Glaser asked.

“This evening,” Gagnier replied.

“Where?”

“In the library.”

“There need be no special surroundings?”

Gagnier shrugged. “I do not believe so. The transportation, so to speak, is of our consciousnesses – our life essences. There is no physical aspect whatever.”

Glaser nodded. There was an air of uncertainty about him, and he looked as though he were going to engage further. But eventually he simply said, “Good luck, then,” and returned to fussing about the dog.
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Velimir took Renata to one side as she walked back through the manse to leave.

“Thank you,” he said, quietly but very sincerely. “That bloody hound has transformed him. In a stroke. He dotes on it like he would a child.”

“It certainly seems to have brought him out of his malaise.”

“Such a simple idea, but I would never have thought of it.” He sighed. “I shall not pretend he has been magickally cured. His moods can be blacker than pitch. But watching him in the orchard now, talking with all of you… well. It’s a welcome glimpse of the old Raimund, at any rate. In spite of his intransigence, I am certain he is privately pleased to be consulted.”

“I’m so very delighted to hear it.”

“Do keep coming. It is having such an impact.”

“I certainly hope we are in a position to. Keep coming, I mean.” If we are not all killed this evening, she might have added, but Velimir breezed ahead, unwilling to grapple with the unspoken.

“If there is anything I can do to help you, anything at all, please. You have but to ask.”

Renata was about to instinctively refuse, but paused.

“There may be one thing,” she said.

“Name it.”

“I am worried about Azura. She requires constant care. Quinolone preparations daily. And the attention of specialist nurses and physicians. At the moment, all of it is being paid for by the Imperial Household, but I fear… I don’t know.” She could feel herself getting upset. “How long will they continue to fund it? What if we fail, and they decide to cast her aside? What if—”

Velimir held up a hand. “Say no more,” he said. “I shall set up an account at Koenig & Keller in your name. The funds will be there whenever you need them.”

Renata nodded, calming herself down. “Thank you. That is so generous of you.”

Velimir gripped her by the shoulders. “You will be careful with this… arcane expedition, won’t you? It sounds frightfully dangerous.”

“Unfortunately there’s nothing left to do but get on with it.”

“I wish that were not true. And I wish you the very best of luck.”

“Thank you, Velimir.”

“Here’s hoping I see you again soon. Intact. Of sound mind. And having succeeded.”

She smiled, and they embraced – and then Holly crashed into the house, with a peach in her mouth, and Glaser was shouting in the doorway, and Velimir broke off and ran, cursing, after her.
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“Did you hear about the cardinal?” Ozolinsh asked.

“I heard someone making noise about it on the Creus Road,” Renata replied.

“Murdered. And the body was desecrated.”

“Really? Desecrated how?”

“Apparently his jaw was pulled off.”

“Bloody Nema. That’s awful.”

“Isn’t it?”

They were standing in Milankagate Cemetery, under the shade of an umbrella pine. In front of them was Amara’s gravestone, deckled with sunlight. When they had first met, Renata had found Ozolinsh to be rude and confrontational and much too willing to speak her mind. Now, the engineer was one of the few people in the world whose company she enjoyed.

“Who did it?” Renata asked after a while. It was not a conversation she particularly wanted to have in that moment, but it provided a welcome – if macabre – distraction from the burden of grief.

“They don’t know.”

“Blimey.”

Ozolinsh shifted in her wheeled chair. For the first time since her injury, she was sitting up, rather than reclining on an angled board. She was still clad in her duster, though it was a roasting-hot summer’s day. Standing a little way off was a nurse from the Royal Naval Hospital, who clearly disapproved of this outing.

“Are you sure you should be out here—”

“If you finish that sentence with ‘in your condition’, I shall throw my piss bag at you,” Ozolinsh grumbled.

Renata considered this. “Well. I don’t think I should like that very much.”

There was a moment’s silence; then both women burst out laughing. Some nearby mourners looked over at them, bemused.

“It’s my kidneys,” Ozolinsh muttered eventually. “Were it not for these blasted poxes I should be more or less fine. The quinolone helps control it, but it gives me the runs.”

“I am sorry this happened to you, Azura,” Renata said quietly.

Ozolinsh waved her off. “Stop apologising. ’Tis not your fault.” She nodded to the gravestones. “What I need now is to get this séance done before these infections really take root. Otherwise I shall be joining your sister.”

“You should see if there is some arcane remedy for it,” Renata said quickly, her heart aching.

Ozolinsh nodded. “The thought had crossed my mind. Another did, too.”

“Oh?”

“Aye. I wondered if we might fashion an ideogram to provide you with oxygen underwater without needing a lungfish.”

“Is such a thing possible?”

“I believe it to be. I have been working on it privately. I should like you to test it out for me at some point.”

“Of course!” Renata replied, chuckling. “What a marvel that would be.”

They stood in silence for a few moments, savouring a cool breeze.

“I miss her dearly,” Renata said eventually, looking at the gravestone.

“I can well imagine.”

“I feel… adrift.” She thought a moment. “Yes. That’s how I feel. Cut off from the world. As though someone has severed those invisible sinews holding me down.”

“What of your parents?”

“My mother died when I was a child. Father is in the Reenwound. He was always more interested in gold and diamonds than his daughters. Everyone thinks that growing up without parents makes you strong and capable and independent. I just think it breaks something in you. Something you can’t fix.” She was quiet for a few moments. “There’s a sadness in me, Azura. And losing Amara has made it all-consuming and unbearable.”

Ozolinsh patted her awkwardly on the arm. “I’m sorry, Renata. For your bereavement. I really am.”

“In truth, I’m frightened.”

“Of what?”

“Of seeing her again. Frightened of what I might do to see her again. All I want in the whole world is to be with her. And yet… I’m terrified of how she might have changed. What if the process of death has transformed her into something monstrous?”

Ozolinsh sat in silence for a while. “I wish I knew.”

“Half of me wants to know. The other half doesn’t. Would it not be better to go into nothingness? To discorporate, and vanish, and not go anywhere? Heaven, Hell, Limbo. To just disappear, and perhaps be reconstituted into another person. Return to the world as a babe, a blank slate.”

“You’d have to speak to a confessor about that sort of thing. I’m just an engineer.”

Renata turned as the nurse approached them.

“Ms Ozolinsh, we really must get you back to the RNH—”

“Yes, yes,” Ozolinsh sighed. “Will you be all right, Ren?”

“I’ll be fine. Thanks for coming with me.”

“Oh, that’s my pleasure,” she said as she was wheeled back to the Creus Road. “See you tonight for the big event.”
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Renata walked back through the city, heartsick and anxious ahead of the séance. She met Lyzander in Admiralty Square, a large green space sitting between the Imperial Office and the Admiralty itself.

“How was Azura?” he asked. He was eating pork rinds in a sheaf of newspaper, having spent another lengthy afternoon in and out of various Privy Council meetings.

Renata plucked one of the rinds from his paper sachet and popped it into her mouth.

“I worry about her. Constantly.”

“Mm. Me too.”

“How was the Ayakashi ambassador, by the way?”

“Fine. A pleasant old woman. Did you know that they use birds to carry messages across the ocean? Bloody great things half the size of you. They can fly for thousands of miles at a stretch. They train them. I’m certain there’s some thaumaturgy involved.”

“Fascinating.”

They ambled together across the bridge to Zobryv Gardens. “Wouldn’t it be nice,” Renata said after a minute or two of reflective silence, “to be able to trust happiness? To be able to just enjoy moments such as these? Two lovers strolling through public parkland.”

“So it is true then,” a familiar voice said from behind them. Renata whirled around to see Alistair walking briskly up behind them, with one of his friends in tow. “You are a whore.”

Lyzander drew himself up, his face a mask of sudden fury. “Gods’ blood! I suggest you take those words back before I make you eat them.”

“I told you to leave me alone,” Renata snapped.

But the man was beyond reason. “I told you of my affections not a week ago.”

“And? So what, Alistair? You thought to lay claim to me like gold in the Kyarai?”

“So this is Alistair,” Lyzander said.

“And just who in the damned fucking hell are you, sir?”

“Stop it! For Nema’s sake just shut up!” Renata shouted. “I have no desire to continue our courtship. I have told you this plainly twice now. If you do not leave me alone, I shall call on the city watch and have a constable tell you.”

“You heard her,” Lyzander said. “Now begone. We’ve important matters to attend.”

“Aye, you will give one another a good attendance, I’ve no doubt.”

Lyzander moved quickly. He punched Alistair squarely in the jaw, spinning it, and sent him crashing to the floor.

“You bloody fool,” Renata groaned. “You have given him precisely what he wants!”

“He wanted a broken jaw?” Lyzander muttered, rubbing his knuckles.

“You’ve done it now,” Alistair’s companion spat.

“You want some as well, gasser?”

By now Alistair had come to and was sitting up. With a great, audible crack, his jaw popped back into place.

“I demand satisfaction,” he hissed as his friend pulled him to his feet.

“Then go and satisfy yourself.”

“Prince of Hell, you are insolent!”

“Joseph, please,” Renata said quietly into his ear, her hand on his chest. “You know what he wants, and you know – you know – the consequences of failure. Think of our mission. Think of the Great Silence. Think of the Vorr.”

“Aye, I know,” Lyzander said, not taking his eyes off Alistair. “I’ll not duel you, Sovan.”

“Then I shall let it be known to all who will listen that the Empress’ former consort is in fact a coward.” He turned to Renata. “And that you, Excellency, are a whore.”

Renata levelled a finger at him, trembling with rage. “Go away, Alistair, or I swear it shall be the watch-house gaol for you, and gods damn the scandal.”

Alistair ignored her. “Fucking Southerners. Always had you figured for doghearts.”

Lyzander stiffened, and turned back around. “Name your time, and your second, and I shall not shoot to miss like your fellow dandies.”

“Oh for Nema’s sake, no one will be duelling anybody. This is absurd. Joseph, come on.”

“Yes, off you go, Joseph,” Alistair sneered.

“Careful, lad. Or I’ll put you in the ground, rather than on it.”

“Shut up!” Renata shouted again, and pulled him away.
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The library smelt of burning sage.

Everyone had been banished from the engineering headquarters, by order of Bosko. The other engineers were distinctly unhappy about this, but the injunction had been carefully timed for the fourth bell. The promise of a summer’s afternoon in the Wolf Gate pub had been enough to soothe even the most disgruntled in the ranks.

Outside the building, a company of City Yeomen had been posted, as well as a sizeable contingent of constables. It was impossible to conceal such a concentration of state authority, and in order to divert the commonfolk and their derision, the Yeomanry band had been ordered to practise too, as though preparing for a pageant. This had the welcome corollary of providing a screen of noise should demonic calamity befall the team.

“How was your trip, Peter?” Renata asked. She clasped her hands on the table in front of her to stop them shaking. On the other side of the library, Gagnier moved carefully but with great purpose, a book open in her left hand, her right stained with ink. Together she and Tesařik inscribed ideograms on the walls and door with pink chalk.

“Wonderful,” Kleist replied, eyes on the table.

“And how is Olwin?”

“She’s fine.”

Renata looked over to Ozolinsh, who shrugged. They watched as Tesařik fetched a large pail of salt and poured a circle around the table. Then she set the bucket down.

“Right,” Gagnier said. “Whatever happens now, nobody is to leave this circle until I expressly say so. Is that understood?”

Renata eyed the salt on the floor. “I should think you might have warned us first.”

“Aye, well. I did not.”

Renata observed Tesařik quietly shuffle a deck of tarot cards, withdraw one, briefly examine it, and repair it to the deck. She did not look pleased.

“I have spent a lot of time now examining the necessary rites,” Gagnier said. “The first stage will be to take some of Mr Kleist’s blood; then we shall induce sleep in him.” She gestured to a set of barber-surgeon’s tools on the table wrapped in a leather roll bag, and next to it, two chalices. “The second stage will be for us to drink the blood.”

“And you are certain we will not be transported to the afterlife?” Renata asked.

“Yes, because Mr Kleist is not a corpse.”

“Yet,” Kleist muttered.

“This is not necromancy,” Gagnier continued. She tapped one of the volumes on the table, one which had been taken from the Bruta Sarkan fortress of Zetland. “We are travelling to a place called the City of Sleep.”

“And this is in Limbo?” Lyzander asked.

“Correct. Whilst we are there, I am hoping to open up Mr Kleist’s subconscious mind and draw out, examine and interrogate the visions he was afforded in the New East.”

“And you have redundancy in place?” Renata asked. “Should this all go wrong?”

“Should we need to exit quickly, it will simply be a matter of uttering the ascendant incantation. And before you ask, Ambassador, yes, I have it committed to memory.”

There was a pause. Outside, the sound of jaunty military music carried on the leaden evening air.

“So we’re actually going to do this?” Lyzander asked. “Travel to the afterlife?”

“Limbo,” Gagnier corrected testily. “But yes.”

“And you are happy with the preparations?” Renata asked Tesařik. “You have been very quiet recently.”

“Yes,” Tesařik said. “Everything is ready.”

“You seem out of sorts.”

“Would you not?”

Gagnier exhaled. “Let us get on with it, before we lose our nerve. Peter, lie on the table, please.”

Kleist stood, cradling his wooden arm awkwardly, and, with a nod of encouragement from Gagnier, climbed onto the map table and lay on his back.

“If you could bare your arm…”

He did, and Gagnier unrolled the tools and took a scalpel. Tesařik stood and helped, and together they made a small incision part way up Peter’s forearm and let his blood into one of the chalices. For a moment Renata expected nothing at all to happen, but even though the man was missing a substantial portion of his organs, it seemed his lifeblood still flowed in his veins.

After a minute or so, they had enough collected, and Gagnier applied a little carbolic acid solution to the injury and bound it with a bandage. “Thank you, Peter,” she said quietly.

He said nothing at all.

Gagnier and Tesařik examined several volumes filled with old text and ideograms, then Gagnier took the chalice of blood in her hand whilst Tesařik held the book up for her, and incanted quietly.

Renata held her breath, waiting for something to happen; but then Gagnier simply replaced the chalice on the table.

“Peter, the sleeping draught,” she said, and he took it and drank it without question. The whole thing was like a temple ritual, the sharing of the sacrament, undertaken with the same quiet reverence. Renata fancied this was what it must have been like for their mediaeval forebears.

After a minute, it was clear that Kleist had lapsed into a deep sleep.

“All right,” Gagnier said. For the first time in the ritual she looked nervous. “Hearts of iron.”

She took a sip of Peter’s blood, and then quickly passed the chalice to Tesařik, who did the same. Around the table the blood went, all of them taking a tiny mouthful like reluctant vampyres. Renata paused as the chalice touched her lips. What insanity was she exposing herself to?

“Ambassador, quickly,” Gagnier said.

She took a sip.

“Everybody take one another’s hands. Whatever you do, do not break the circle.”

Renata took Tesařik’s hand to her left and Lyzander’s to her right. Both were wet with perspiration.

The incantation was spoken.

And the world was fading,

fading,

fading into blackness.
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Renata – or rather, her discorporate essence – was staggered to see that the City of Sleep was a literal city. As they descended she was afforded a bird’s-eye view of a limitless metropolis of drab grey and brown stone, vast and incomprehensible and filled with the sleeping souls of every mortal creature in the world.

It was silent. Not the silence of an empty drawing room on a lazy summer’s afternoon, nor even the necrotic silence of a morgue at midnight. This was a silence Renata had not known was possible, a profound absence of every conceivable aspect of sound. This was a place existing entirely without the mortal plane, devoid of every process of mortal life.

They soared over the city as though swung by an invisible tether. Above, the gloomy grey sky swirled with a maelstrom of dark cloud. As they drew closer to ground level, she saw, interspersed amongst the motley of drab buildings, an obelisk of glistening black resin.

At the centre of the obelisk was an enormous eye.

“Nema,” Renata whispered as her sense of uneasy wonderment quickly transformed into terrified horror. The eye tracked them noiselessly through their descent. What was its purpose? Some sort of sentry? A malevolent observer? Or did it simply exist for its own sake in this bizarre dimension, its true nature inscrutable? Not once in her countless trips to temple had she heard of anything like it.

They reached street level. There was no one to be seen anywhere. The street was broad and paved, and above, blocks of dwellings reared into the sky six, seven, eight storeys high. The whole place was saturated with a sense of gloom and foreboding, filling the city in place of air.

“Come,” Gagnier said. Renata turned to see the woman’s eyes were glowing with pink light. “He is this way.”

She led them into the nearest building. Here was a smell of dust and neglect, a musky, mouldy scent. They ascended to the top floor. Although the journey took several minutes of constant upwards motion, Renata felt no burning in her muscles, nor the beginnings of perspiring labour. The place was a simulacrum of the mortal world, the buildings mere set pieces on a stage. They went through the motions of living action, but it was all mummery. It was as though the beings that had constructed the city had mimicked the great capitals of the mortal plane but could not overcome the strange physics of their own dimension. The result was a place that felt profoundly… wrong. This was a realm in no way designed to be perceived by the mortal mind.

They reached the threshold of the room which contained Peter. Here they stood assembled by the door: Renata, Lyzander, Tesařik, Gagnier and Ozolinsh – the latter having had the use of her legs restored. Some distant part of Renata felt as though this miracle should be cause for ribald celebration, but she simply accepted it. Existing in the City of Sleep was like existing in a dream world; you did not question its impossibility until you were awake.

They stood like thieves preparing a heist, or assassins about to slay a sleeping lord, and all the while a sense of dread pressure was building in Renata. Every moment they existed in this place was a moment closer to some nameless oblivion.

“Does anybody else feel that?” she whispered.

“It’s something, isn’t it,” Lyzander murmured. “Almost like something is… approaching.” He seemed confused by his own words; but he was right. It was like a prey instinct.

“Let us be quick,” Gagnier said, and opened the door.

Beyond the threshold was a chamber devoid of ornament. It was a simple box of undressed stone, save for a bed in the centre of the room – though it was like no bed Renata had ever seen. There was no mattress, no covers, no pillows or cushions or bedclothes of any sort. Instead it was a monolithic slab of grey stone, with a halo of runes inscribed at its head.

It was empty.

“Where is he?” Renata asked, feeling a surge of panic.

“I don’t know,” Gagnier said, sounding both confused and afraid. “We followed the rituals precisely—”

There was a sound outside.

They all froze.

“What was that?” Lyzander asked slowly.

Renata summoned all of her courage, and walked to the window that looked out onto the street. She saw the briefest flicker of movement as someone stole through the ground-floor entrance.

“Someone’s coming!” she hissed.

“We need to leave,” Lyzander said. “Now. This was a fool’s errand.”

“But Peter—” Gagnier began.

“He’s not fucking here, is he?”

“Just wait a minute. We don’t know anything. It could be nothing.”

“It could be our death!”

“He’s right,” Renata said. “We’re out of our depth. Let’s return and rethink this.”

“Come on, Zénaïde, the incantation,” Ozolinsh said.

“For the love of Nema, shut up, all of you!” Gagnier shouted. She turned to the bed. “Why isn’t he here? I don’t understand!”

“Speak the incantation,” Renata said as calmly as she could. “Now, Zénaïde.”

Gagnier endured a great spasm of irritation. “Fine!” She paused.

“Zénaïde?”

“Just give me a moment to remember it.”

“Oh, you must be fucking joking,” Lyzander said.

Gagnier began to speak the ascendant incantation, but repeatedly stumbled over the words.

“Where is Yelena?” Ozolinsh asked suddenly. “Why can’t she help?”

Renata turned. There was no sign of Tesařik in the bedchamber. She stepped out into the hallway, but she was not there either.

“Yelena?” Renata whispered loudly. “Yelena!” She paused. Someone was coming up the stairs. “Yelena? Is that you?”

Something told her it was not.

“Nema fuck,” Renata breathed. She ran back into the bedchamber and closed the door behind her. “Zénaïde: hurry up.”

“For Nema’s sake, be quiet!” Gagnier said, on the cusp of total panic. “I just need to—” She stopped, head cocked. “What’s that noise?”

“It sounds like footsteps,” Ozolinsh said.

“Someone’s coming up the stairs,” Renata said as calmly as she could. “Which is why we need to leave. So, Zénaïde: speak the words of the incantation. Right now.”

But Gagnier had frozen. Overwhelmed, she stood stock still, mute, her throat constricted as though she were being strangled.

“Get a grip on yourself or we’re all done for!” Lyzander roared. Gone was any attempt at quiet infiltration; they were animals, and their backs were against the wall.

“I… I…” Gagnier said as her throat relaxed just enough for her to breathe in air her lungs did not require.

And then the door to the chamber was thrown open. There stood a cloaked figure, faceless behind a plate of burnished gold, with a dead sheep draped across his shoulders.

WELL WELL WELL, said the Knackerman.

WHAT HAVE WE HERE?







VIII

Across the Neck of the World

“A political fire is never extinguished. It merely looks for something else to burn.”

SENATOR CALABASH DILLARD
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Reka Estuary

ZYRAHN STRAITS

The first part of their journey was straightforward enough. They lay at anchor in the easternmost part of the Zyrahn Straits for three days to allow for the Suigyū to catch up; then they sailed into the mouth of the River Reka, which was four miles wide, and tidal. To the south was the enormous fortress city of Qasr Qaresh, the huge bronze domes of its Neman Inalabric temples and minarets rearing into the sky.

They stopped at an anchorage so that a Sovan engineer could spend a day and a half stitching their sails with Draedic ideograms and then teaching them how to modulate the wind. The latter would be produced by the enormous thaumaturgic generators which lined the canal, huge black iron pylons spaced a mile apart. Laine had expected them to fill the air with a constant gale, but was surprised to find nothing of the sort. Instead, the pylons projected an aethereal stream of energy which was tethered to the sails and which kept them full. What he had most certainly not expected was for this to also fill the air with a constant and unsettling whistling sound.

Thus began the week-long journey across the neck of the continent, and a tour of one of the greatest feats of human engineering in history. They sailed effortlessly all the way up the dredged and embanked portion of the Reka to Radovansburg, and then passed into the canal system itself.

Here the vast grass plains of the Interior boiled under the summer sun, desiccated flats of green and gold shimmering with heat haze and filled with all manner of creatures – laughing wolves, elephants, big cats, and vast herds of prey animals. To the southern horizon began the great deserts of Qaresh, rolling sands kept dry by the Great Southern Dividing Range, which trapped all of the rain coming off the Jade Sea and kept it locked in the enormous Reenwound.

They passed dozens of other ships on the journey. Some were four-masted clippers from Tsukumo with holds full of silk and tea; other were Sovan New Eastmen cutting across to Port Meinrad with furs, lumber, and whale oil from Vitaney Island. With their sails constantly full, the crew of the Hyena was at a loss for things to do, and so Laine had them clean the ship stem to stern, and then practise their gunnery drills. After all, who knew what the political situation would be in Port Talaka?

“Incredible,” Kuroda said one day as he and Laine stood on the quarterdeck looking out across the coal and iron ore mines of Grenzegard. He wore nothing but a pair of black pantaloons, and for the first time in a while had not tied his hair back. Laine, who had no authority over the man’s dress, and who was himself wearing his Sovan Navy uniform, eyed him with distaste.

“You have nothing like this in the Shōgunate?”

“Oh yes, of course. But not this… many. All together.”

Laine looked over the great industrial works. “’Tis a ghastly place,” he muttered. “And much too hot. Not a breath of wind.” Now he looked at the wind pylons. “Lucky we have those, eh? An engineer’s fantasy, a Royal Exhibition Centre showpiece, now brought to life. Never thought I’d see it in my lifetime; the marriage of industry and death magick.”

“A marvel,” Kuroda agreed guardedly.

“It will not be long before they are able to shrink them, see? Bring them down to size a little. You’ll have one of those generators for a mast soon, and ships will become untethered from the vicissitudes of the wind entirely. You’ll see.”

“I believe it.”

Laine turned to face the onmyoji, put out by the man’s lack of enthusiasm. “What’s the matter?” He followed the line of the man’s gaze into the canal, a turbid, iridescent slurry thanks to the rapacious efforts of Sovan industrialists. “Don’t even think about going in.”

Kuroda actually briefly chuckled. “Nothing to yoke in there. Nothing alive.”

“Oh, I don’t know. You’ll get a few herring dogs here and there.”

“Hm.”

“Seriously, man, what ails you?”

Kuroda looked up at the sails of the ship, inspecting the ideograms where they had been stitched in place.

“You hear that?”

Laine looked up, too, into the cloudless, slightly hazy blue sky, before turning his gaze to the shrouds and sails. “No,” he decided after a while.

Kuroda gestured both hands to his ears, flapping them like wingbeats. “I hear… screaming. Constant.”

“Huh,” Laine said. He turned over his right shoulder. “Mr Parish,” he called to the Hyena’s first lieutenant.

“Sir?” the man called back.

“Do you hear screaming?”

“No, sir.”

“Think about it some more before you answer me.”

Parish thought about it some more. “No, sir.” He pointed in the general direction of the mainsail buntlines. “Remarkable, isn’t it, sir?”

“Yes, yes,” Laine muttered. He turned back to Kuroda. “Well, try not to let it bother you too much.”

“Something is happening,” Kuroda said rather ominously. “This… this is not good. Not good idea.”

“What isn’t?”

But the man simply shook his head. “I must meditate. Excuse me.”

Laine watched him go; a second later, Parish appeared at his elbow. “Odd fellow,” he remarked.

Laine grunted. In truth, he was growing rather fond of Kuroda. As a ship’s captain, the opportunities to make friends were few and far between. “I think he’s just more… attuned. To matters arcane. Spends too much time in his own head.”

“Unhappily for him.”

“I’ve no doubt you are right,” Laine said. He broke off and ambled down the length of the ship, past idle human and Kasari hands as they swabbed the decks and polished the guns, every man suddenly and intimately preoccupied with their makework. Eventually he reached the stern, looking across the canal to where the Suigyū followed them at a steady pace.

“Too much time in his own head,” he murmured to himself. “An easy place to get lost in.”
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Laine was roused that evening by someone rapping sharply at his cabin door.

“Who is it, damn and blast you,” he growled. He was accustomed to being roused suddenly in the dead of night, and was already on his feet and making for the cabin door. But that certainly didn’t mean he was happy about it. One of the great benefits of traversing the canals was that there was no enemy to look out for, no watch to keep, no constant battle to flog the Hyena ahead of the wind, or send her laboriously tacking. When he was not on duty – an increasingly fanciful prospect – he could and should have expected to sleep the night through.

“Vang, coffee,” he muttered out of habit and pulled the door open. Standing there were Lieutenant Parish and Father Eugenius.

“Prince of Hell, what’s the matter? You both look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”

“It’s, ah…” Parish began.

“What time is it?” Laine demanded.

“We’ve just had the third bell,” Parish said. “It’s the onmyoji, sir. There have been some… strange noises coming from his cabin.”

Laine felt his skin rough with gooseflesh. “Strange noises? What sort of strange noises?” But before any of them could answer, he was pushing down the gangway to where Kuroda was billeted.

Eugenius and Parish followed him, the former clutching a silver Neman charm as though his life depended on it. Laine had never seen the man look so disturbed before.

He stood outside the door and listened for a moment, though he heard nothing. He looked over to his left, to see a dozen hands in the hammocks, all of them only pretending to sleep in the stifling heat below decks. It was a wretched, humid night, and the air was positively poisonous.

“Mr Kuroda,” Laine said, rapping on the door again. He stopped, and cocked his head. “Did you hear that?”

“It sounded like a scream, sir,” Parish replied uneasily. “From a long way away.”

“Ashore, perhaps,” Eugenius said without conviction.

Laine knocked once more, and this time opened the door.

“Gods’ blood!” he gasped.

Kuroda was on the ceiling.

The three of them stood in silence for moment, each unsure of what to say or do.

“How is he doing that?” Parish breathed.

“Blessed Nema,” Eugenius whispered.

Laine examined the onmyoji. He was not holding onto the beams of the ceiling like an ape; rather he seemed to be simply stuck to it like an insect might, his bare feet and hands flat against the wood and held there by some impossible force.

“Mr Kuroda?” Laine called.

Nothing.

“Kaito?”

Now the man’s head turned sharply to face him. Laine gasped, took a step backwards; Kuroda’s eyes were black, like balls of obsidian.

“Nema preserve us!” Eugenius whispered.

Laine backed directly into Parish and slammed the door closed. From the other side came the sound of Kuroda unlatching himself from the ceiling and landing with a thump on the boards of the floor.

“Mr Parish, cut along and fetch Mr Stein, if you please,” Laine said as Kuroda began to bat against the door. He held the handle with all his strength, putting his considerable weight behind it. “Gideon! Get over here!” he shouted to one of the Kasar reclining in the nearby hammocks, and the wolfman quickly extricated himself and scurried over to where Laine strained against the door. “Hold this.”

The wolfman gripped the handle, grunting in lupine surprise as his muscles were unexpectedly taxed by the diminutive form of Kuroda.

“Captain Stein? Captain Stein! Where the fucking hell is he?”

“I’m here, sir, I’m here,” the captain said as he hurried down the steps from the quarterdeck, pulling on his red jacket as he came. Behind him were several of his Marines, all of them armed with naval fusils taken from the armoury.

“Give me your pistol,” Laine said, holding out his hand, and Stein, baffled, obliged.

“Mr Kuroda! I am armed!” he shouted through the door. There was no concealing this madness now; he had the attention of every man and woman on the upper deck.

Strange feral sounds continued to emanate from within the cabin.

“Mr Parish, have someone signal the Suigyū, see if they have the faintest notion of what is happening here.”

“Sir,” the man replied, and bustled off.

“Mr Kuroda, can you hear me?”

But there was nothing except banging as the onmyoji continued to apply himself to the cabin door with increasing ferocity.

“The man has gone mad,” Stein said, eyeing the door uncertainly.

Laine drew himself up. This would not do. There was no greater concentration of the superstitious than aboard a Sovan man-o’-war. The men were unhappy enough to have any sort of witch aboard, and although they had all enjoyed the spectacle of Kuroda yoking the bull ram, Mayer had warned Laine privately of unease amongst the hands.

“Mr Kuroda, I will not tolerate unsanctioned witchcraft aboard my ship!” he shouted through the door.

He looked across; Parish had returned, sweating in the hot, thick air of the berth deck. “They don’t know, sir.”

“They did not bestir themselves to send a representative?”

Parish shook his head. “If I were to hazard a guess, sir, I would say they are as happy to be shot of him as we are keen to be.”

Laine turned his attention back to the door, held fast by the wolfman. It had gone ominously quiet. “Mr Kuroda? Mr Kuroda?”

Silence. He rapped sharply, but the silence persisted.

“Moet ik het openen, Kapitein?” the wolfman asked.

“No,” Laine replied. “If anything, I’ve a mind to nail it shut.”

They all started as a single, convulsive thump emanated from the cabin. Behind them, the gathered hands, having long abandoned any pretence of disinterest, gasped to a man.

“Hellfire,” Laine growled, annoyed at everything. But he was singularly unsure of what to do. He was in no way equipped to deal with a rogue sorcerer save to shoot the man – and who was to say that a pistol ball would even achieve anything? – and was under strict orders to deliver Kuroda to the Iris Isles post-haste. Indeed, it was a matter of national security. What would the Senate and Empress say, to say nothing of the Admiralty, if he pitched up with nothing but a corpse and six months of wasted time?

In the event, the matter was taken out of his hands.

“Is that a leak?” Father Eugenius said, pointing at the cabin door.

Laine turned to see that there was indeed water trickling through the gap between the door and the jamb, as well as from underneath.

“What in the name of Nema…?”

“’Tis not possible,” Parish said. “We are twenty feet above the waterline.”

“Gods fuck and damn, don’t you think I know that?” Laine snapped, his anger frothing over. It was an anger born of impotence, for he had neither the wit nor the will to grapple with this ungrapplable task.

There was no mistaking the strange, unaccountable seep of water from around the cabin door. It was as though the chamber were filled to the brim with brine.

“Is there nothing you can do?” he asked Father Eugenius – quietly, so as not to embarrass either of them, for he did not want to betray a lack of authority on either of their parts. The patria, predictably, shook his head.

Laine gripped the pistol. He turned to the assembled hands. “All of you, get above, this instant. Thekla, cut along to the orlop and just make damn sure we have not sprung a leak somewhere. Now!” he added when he received a cocked eyebrow instead of ready acquiescence.

Once the berth deck was cleared of witnesses, save for Stein, his Marines, Eugenius and Parish, Laine nodded to Gideon. “Right.” He levelled the pistol at the door. “Get it open.”

The handle was released and the wolfman stood back. Immediately the door was thrown open, and a great deluge swept across the deck, carrying with it everything in the cabin not nailed down. All of them were knocked off their feet. Laine had the presence of mind to hold the pistol high above him so as not to foul the powder, though some of the Marines had no such foresight, and their fusils were transformed from flintlocks to clubs.

Laine thrashed to his feet, spluttering and spitting. He charged into the cabin before he lost his nerve, to see Kuroda re-adhered to the ceiling. His mouth was wide open, and from it streamed an unending torrent of seawater as though he were a human bilge pump.

“By Stygio,” Laine breathed. There was nothing for it; he walked up to Kuroda, grabbed the man by the arm and yanked him off the ceiling. The onmyoji crashed to the floor, though it did not seem to make a difference to the torrent of seawater being vomited up.

“One of you doghearts get in here and help me!” Laine roared. Parish moved into the cabin, his boots splashing through the water. Kuroda’s eyes remained featureless black, as though injected with ink, though now he seemed to be trying to speak through the flow of brine, his mouth opening and closing like a beached fish, attenuating the stream.

Together, Laine and Parish pulled him up into a sitting position. Laine discarded the pistol – it was wet and useless now anyway – and thumped the onmyoji on the back a dozen times, pounding as though this were a mere mortal drowning. What else was he to do?

“Come now, Mr Kuroda, there’s a good fellow,” he said, and then proceeded to slap him several times about the face. “Come now, Mr Kuroda! Govern yourself, man!”

They continued this sorry exercise for some time, all the while getting soaked through from the man’s constant brackish expectorate. Then, suddenly, Kuroda’s face turned sharply to Laine, and the onmyoji fixed him with a stare and said in perfect Saxan:

“We have a plan.”

Everybody stopped what they were doing. Laine exchanged a long, baffled look with Parish, and latterly Father Eugenius and Stein. The Marine captain was standing in the doorway, gripping a cutlass so tightly his knuckles had turned white.

Laine cleared his throat and turned back to Kuroda. The man had stopped vomiting and now simply drooled like an infant. “A… plan?”

Kuroda looked confused for a few moments; then he nodded. “A plan. But not yet.” His eyes were slowly returning to normal, the blackness fading.

“Mr Kuroda? Mr Kuroda, can you hear me? Come now, Mr Kuroda, there’s a good chap.”

“I… I…” the onmyoji said, the black in his eyes yielding entirely to bloodshot white.

“There we are, there’s a good man.”

Kuroda looked around, eyes wide, panting. “Where am I? What happened?”

Laine let out a long, loud exhalation, and sat back heavily on his buttocks. Everyone else relaxed.

Stein lowered his cutlass. “Hell’s bells,” he muttered quietly.

“Actually, Mr Kuroda,” Laine said, wiping seawater from his face, “we were rather hoping you would tell us.”







IX

In Limbo

“In the same way we have only seen parts of the world, so too have we only seen parts of the holy dimensions. The difference is that the former can be mapped, and is finite; whilst the latter is boundless – both in scope and horror.”

CHUN PARSIFAL’S THE INFINITE STATE
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Baden Highway

SOVA

Glaser swore endlessly under his breath as Holly dragged him through the streets of Sova. He knew the city like the back of his hand, and could have found his way anywhere.

The problem was, the dog didn’t, and couldn’t.

They lurched from one side of the road to the other. Wherever Velimir had sourced the creature from, it had not been a school of veterinary discipline. Everything – street sellers, food stalls, children and more – conspired to distract the hound from its sole purpose. After half an hour of being dragged by, and dragging, Holly through the streets, he gave up.

“Excuse me,” he said breathlessly to a passer-by.

“Yes, sir?”

“Am I being too optimistic to suppose that I am on the Veleurian Road?”

The man sucked his teeth. “I’m… afraid not, sir. You’re on the Baden Highway.”

“Confounded animal,” Glaser muttered.

“Would you like me to hail you a cab?”

“I think you’d better, thank you.”

A few minutes later, he and Holly were sitting in a two-horse cab, several goldmark bits lighter than he should have been as insurance for the upholstery, being whisked down the Creus Road. Once again, he found himself bitterly resenting his blindness. He had passed down the Creus Road hundreds of times over the course of his life, cursing constantly its traffic, its stench, its filth. Now he would have given anything to see it all again: the ostentation of the Philosophers’ Palace, the gaggles of holy men and women congregating outside the Temple of Nema Victoria, the paralysing grandiosity of the Senate House, the Imperial Palace, the Courts of Justice. To see the blue sky high above, to see the deep shadows cast by these enormous buildings on a hot summer’s day, to see them both empty and full, rain-glossed or hot and dusty. How true it was that it was not possible to miss a thing until it was gone – and not only gone, but in his case irretrievably so. He felt it as keenly as a bereavement.

“Engineers’ headquarters, was it?” the cab driver called down. He had to shout over what sounded like the Yeomanry band practising in the street.

“That’s right.”

“Here we are then. D’you need help getting in?”

“I’ll be fine, thank you.”

Glaser left the cab, and strained with all his might to stop Holly from mortally savaging a nearby trombonist. After much ado, which he imagined was being watched by all and sundry, he reached the entrance.

“Sorry, mate,” said a gruff, casually authoritative voice. “Can’t let you in. By order of Her Imperial Majesty.”

“Who are you?” Glaser asked.

“Metropolitan Constabulary.”

“It’s all right, Hartmann,” someone called out. Glaser turned in the direction of the sound.

“Emmanuel? Is that you?”

“Aye,” Bosko replied, closing with Glaser and speaking quietly. “We’ve locked the place down.”

“Are they doing it now?”

“Indeed.”

“I’d like to go in.”

“No one is going in or out.”

Glaser thought a moment. “I see. The Yeomanry band is a screen for any mishaps.”

“Aye, you have it.”

He turned back in the direction of the engineering headquarters. “I’d like to go in,” he repeated.

“I know that you are not a man accustomed to hearing the word ‘no’, my lord, but I’m afraid this is a matter of state security.”

“I am the state,” Glaser said. “What does it profit you to conceal this from me? I am the Legionary Prefect. I am as intimately familiar with these matters as it is possible to be. I also think, Emmanuel, that you have no authority to prevent me from entering whatever.”

“I am preventing you from entering for your own safety,” Bosko said calmly.

“Gods rot that. Let me in. Better yet, show me to the library. No one else need accompany me inside. I want only to sit and wait.”

“For Nema’s sake,” Bosko sighed. “Fine. Let him in.”

“Mr Secretary?”

“I said let him in. If he has the will to suicide, who are we to stop him?”

“Precisely,” Glaser said, and a moment later he was ushered inside.

It was cool and musty in the entrance hall. The door was closed quietly behind him, and the constable led him across the tiles to the library. Here, Holly began to whine. Then she stopped, and resisted ferociously.

“It’s all right,” Glaser murmured, though he felt it too. A deep feeling of dread, radiating from the library door.

“I take my leave,” the constable whispered.

“Yes, get you gone.”

He listened as the man’s footsteps retreated across the tiles, and the door was closed and locked.

He and Holly were alone.

“What are we doing, eh, girl?” he muttered to her. Then he took a deep breath and opened the library door.

And walked straight into someone coming the other way.
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There was a moment in which nobody did anything at all. They stood there – Lyzander, Gagnier, Renata, Ozolinsh – rooted to the spot, transfixed by the ghastly golden visage of the Knackerman.

“In the name of Nema, run!” Lyzander shouted, breaking the spell.

They ran.

It was pure, uncontrolled flight. They scattered like soldiers from a live grenade, except Lyzander, who, in a fit of reckless bravery, darted forward and tackled the Knackerman about his midriff.

The animal part of Renata’s brain was all too eager to flee; but although Gagnier bolted through the chamber door like a horse from a burning stable, Renata remained. She knew nothing about this grim purgatorial dimension, but it seemed to the rational part of her that insane, heedless retreat would not save her. Besides, she was not about to simply abandon Lyzander.

Ozolinsh, too, remained – Nema bless her. Together, Renata and that stout Hauner battleaxe began to drag Lyzander to his feet.

The Knackerman was laughing. It was a vile cackling, like boughs of oak being fractured by lightning. It was the kind of malign amusement that came from knowing their situation was precisely as helpless as Renata feared it to be.

She felt Lyzander grab her dress between her shoulder blades and drag her out the door, pulling Ozolinsh in tow. They crashed into the hallway and slipped down the stairs as though they were sliding down a slope of scree. Renata feared she would turn an ankle or break her leg; but this was not the mortal realm, and they were not subject to such mortal misadventure. As soon as she realised that, she began to move with a recklessness only possible in dreams, leaping down entire flights of stairs twenty feet tall.

They burst out onto the street. Standing there was the Knackerman. Behind him was the Yeomanry marching band, except they had feet for hands and mouths for eyes, and their instruments were made of living tissue and played screams. At the rear, one skull-faced player emitted great sprays of blood from his trombone, soaking his fellows, to their mad delight.

The Knackerman conducted them with a long stick, atop which was set Gagnier’s severed head.

“What do you want?!” Renata shrieked.

FOR YOU TO FIND SOMETHING FOR ME.

Then he swung Gagnier’s head like a club, and struck her, and she left Lyzander and Ozolinsh and the ground entirely, and was flying

flying

flying away over the city.
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She was walking up a tract of muddy countryside. She had no idea where she was; perhaps on the outskirts of Sova, although there was no sign of the city at all. Perhaps she was even further afield, in Wolfenshut. The air was fresh and chilly and damp and the sky above was grey, though the sun was setting and there was some light in the space between the clouds on the horizon.

She walked onwards, one foot in front of the other, trudging purposelessly across this strange tract of bleak country. There was no one else. Normally roads such as this would be well-trafficked by pedlars and messengers, especially in the shadow of Sova. But here was nothing but quiet solitude.

The air had a curious smell, like burning. But there was no sign of fire anywhere, and it was much too wet for the farmers to be burning stubble. The clouds were moving quickly through the sky, driven by a ferocious wind, though she could feel nothing against her skin. She paused, squinting at the ground. It was a strange colour, not brown but grey; and trampled into it was what looked like a flag, though it was so ingrained with mud that the device and colours were impossible to make out. Some sort of battlefield, perhaps?

She carried on. Her surroundings shifted. Everything was grey. She realised that the mud of the countryside was not mud at all, but wet ash. Everything was coated in falling ash, and the air smelt of burning, and was thick and noxious and cloudy – but still she could see no fires anywhere.

She carried on walking, on and on and on, driven by some vague instinct to continue. She stopped as she stood on something else, and bent down and plucked it out of the ground; it was another flag, and looked to be a picture of a red moth.

It was then that she became aware of someone up ahead, a shadowy figure struggling through the smoky gloom. She quickened her pace, her feet leaving furrows in the ankle-deep ash, kicking up clouds of the stuff. It was as though the whole world were burning.

Eventually the smoke and dust cleared enough for her to see a solitary person clothed in ash-caked robes a few hundred yards ahead. Beyond stretched a desolate country, barren and grey. Ash fluttered down from the sky like rain.

She moved to catch up to the figure, and as she did so, she tripped over something and fell onto the road. She looked back to see that she had disturbed a pile of offal. Organs, coated in ash like doughballs rolled in flour. She turned away from this bizarre arrangement, not as surprised or disgusted as she felt she should have been, and pressed herself up. This time her hands found another length of material, and she lifted it up and examined it. Embroidered on it was a picture of an enormous creature, like a giant squid.

She dropped it and pressed ahead, for the curious figure had not stopped or slowed even slightly, until she caught up with them. Now she saw that they were clad not in robes, but rather a motley of flags, pennants and banners stitched haphazardly together, all so caked in ash as to give the impression of a single piece of clothing.

“Excuse me,” she said. In spite of the seemingly infinite openness of their surroundings, her voice sounded loud and close.

The figure did not stop. Renata could hear him – for it was a man – muttering constantly now. Sometimes his ramblings would become very loud indeed, and he would shout out a word or two; then he would return to quiet mutterings, as though trapped in an endless conversation with himself.

“Excuse me,” she said again.

Now he turned to her. Renata’s heart skipped two beats, for he was wearing a mask, and for a dreadful second she thought it was the Knackerman.

The Knackerman. The memories returned slowly. It was like trying to pull up a handful of silt from the bottom of a lake. Where was she? How had she come to be here?

But this was not the Knackerman. The mask was different. This was more like a jester’s mask, wrought crudely from iron, with an exaggerated downturned mouth. A strip of material, like a frayed cloth tongue, hung from it.

“Excuse me,” Renata said for a third time. The man regarded her for a moment, though she could see no eyes through the holes in the mask.

“Yes?” he asked, then paused. He seemed to be choking on something. He reached up and pinched the material protruding from his mouth and pulled it; and, like a jester doing a trick, kept pulling and pulling, until he was holding a flag three feet by two. On it was a picture of a large green man made of leaves and branches.

The man threw the flag onto the road behind him.

Then he carried on walking.

“I’m…” Renata called after him, rushing to once again catch up. “I need your help.”

“Yes?”

“Yes, I’m… lost.”

“We’re all lost, here.”

She looked around. “Where is this? And, if you do not mind me asking, who are you?”

The figure did not break stride. “I am the Herald.”

“The Herald?”

He nodded. “Who are you?”

“Ambassador Renata Rainer.”

“Ambassador to who?”

Renata thought about it – thought about why she had to think about it. “The Stygion,” she said eventually.

“Hm.”

They carried on walking, as though they were two lovers out for an afternoon promenade at the end of the world.

“Where are we?” Renata asked again.

The Herald looked around. He seemed to take a few moments to think about it. “Cindro.”

“Cindro?”

“Hm.”

“Am I still in Limbo?”

“Yes.” Now he turned to her again. “Where have you come from?”

“Sova,” she said as she finally remembered. “I was in the City of Sleep and then—”

The Herald laughed darkly. “Oh dear.”

Renata felt a sense of panic begin to build within her. “Oh dear?”

The Herald nodded, then paused. He coughed, and then choked, putting both hands up to his face again. He pulled another flag out of his mouth, this one soaking; and following it came a great torrent of vomit that smelt strongly of brine. On the flag was a picture of some sort of spotted dog or Zyrahn laughing wolf, saturated in seawater. He threw it onto the ground as he had the others.

“Oh dear.”

“Why ‘oh dear’?”

“You are a very long way from the City of Sleep. A very long way.”

“How do I get back?”

“You don’t. Not from Cindro.”

“But I have to!”

The Herald shrugged.

“Where are you going?” she demanded, but he did not reply.
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They walked on in silence for what felt like hours – perhaps even days. Renata quickly lost all sense of time. She even found her sense of fear and purpose slipping away, to be replaced with a curious determination to simply continue walking. That was what frightened her most, in periods of lucidity; that her rational mind, and with it her desire to return to the world of the living, would dissipate like steam off water, and she would be trapped in this liminal space for eternity.

Eventually the ash and clouds of acrid fog and smoke cleared, and she could see in the distance an enormous city.

“What is that?” she asked.

“Hm?”

“What is that place?”

“That is Qua.”

“The city?”

“Mm.”

“Is that where you are going?”

The Herald nodded.

“Why?”

He did not reply.

“Will you help me?”

“Help you do what?”

“Get back to the mortal realm.”

He shook his head. “I wouldn’t know how. Besides.”

“Besides what?”

“You are marked.”

“Marked how?”

The Herald pointed to a place above Renata’s head, and she looked upwards. There, hovering twelve inches above her, was an ideogram of pink light that hurt her eyes to look at.

“What is that?” she asked with a visceral sense of panic.

The Herald sighed, and squinted at the rune. He took a few moments to decipher it. “The Knackerman,” he said. He said it not with the breathless, terrified reverence that Renata and her fellows in the arcane task force might have, but rather in the way one might refer to an unloved colleague or annoying cousin.

“The Knackerman has… marked me?”

“Yes.”

“What does that mean?”

“Leave me alone if all you are going to do is ask me questions,” the Herald said, and continued his inexorable walk to Qua.
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Renata had no idea how long the journey took. She felt neither hunger nor thirst, and went for lengthy spells without breathing – only doing so out of a residual autonomic sense, like Peter Kleist. All the while the landscape shifted, and the wastes of Cindro faded to be replaced by a vast mirrored plane, as though the ground were an infinite sheet of polished glass. Rising out of this bizarre and featureless landscape was an enormous city, every building wrought from the same sand-coloured stone, twenty miles or more from wall to wall, rising up to a peak in the centre.

It was completely empty.

They stood before the gate like a pair of supplicants, Renata crushed by the awesome scale and oppressive silence of the place.

“What happened here?”

“You must be quiet,” the Herald said, ignoring the question. “Do you understand?”

She shook her head.

“What do you not understand about being quiet?”

“I understand how to be quiet. I do not understand why I need to be.”

“Knowing will only frighten you. Now come, or leave me; it makes no difference either way.”

Before she could ask anything else, the Herald walked forward, and the gate opened.

Renata looked back the way they had come, filled with a curious sense of yearning for the known quantity of Cindro. But there was no sign of that benighted place; now all she saw was infinite mirror glass in every direction.

“I’ll come with you,” she called after him, but if he heard her, he gave no sign.
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The streets of Qua were as empty as the monumental silence promised. A little like the City of Sleep, it didn’t seem as though the place had been constructed with living in mind. The buildings were finely wrought, but devoid of anything that made them more than the sum of their parts. There were no carts or carriages in the street, there was no waste in the ditches, there were no footsteps or scuffs in the roads, no –

She paused. Something had moved in one of the buildings.

She felt her skin break out in gooseflesh. She looked to the Herald, but he was walking onward and upwards, not once turning back.

As long as you are quiet, nothing will happen.

She turned away from the building, and followed him.
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The journey through the city took… hours? If time moved at all in that place, it moved strangely. It seemed to flow and eddy, sometimes bunching up to a standstill, sometimes moving in a great and sudden stream.

Renata made sure to be silent, though the Herald was not entirely so; every so often he would pause and vomit up another flag. Some of these came out with great streams of brine; others came out with blood. One came out with a cascade of sand, which left the Herald spluttering and coughing. But he never spoke to her.

In the centre of Qua was an enormous temple that put Renata in mind of a huge timepiece. It was accessed by a pyramid of steps easily five hundred feet tall, which took an age to ascend. As they reached the top, she saw in the very distance what looked like a gigantic tree.

“Through here. It is not much longer,” the Herald said as they crossed the temple’s threshold.

“How is it that you are speaking to me now?”

“It is permitted to speak inside the temple.”

“Permitted by whom?”

“I told you not to concern yourself with such matters. Knowing would only fill your head with madness.”

“What about that tree over there?”

“That is the Wytching Tree. I should not go there. It has become corrupted.”

“Corrupted? How?”

But, true to form, the Herald decided to stop answering.

They ascended the temple’s interior. Much of it was open to the elements, a haphazard succession of archways and columns affording them breathtaking views of Qua. Eventually they reached what appeared to be the summit, an enormous circular chamber. Here, an icy wind sang freely between the ring of columns and cut viciously across the chessboard floor. They must have been several thousand feet above the ground, though thanks to the mirror effect, which reflected the clouds above, it felt as though they were floating in the air.

Renata cast her eyes upwards. Lining the interior of this chamber were thousands of spinning wheels. Each looked to be made of ceramic, and was marked with a combination of writing and runic symbols. Some spun slowly, others quickly, but they all turned, and they all turned ceaselessly. Hanging in the centre of these wheels, from a chain attached to the dome at the top of the atrium, was an enormous hourglass, minutes from running out. Beneath it, on the floor, was a large stone hand, palm up.

“What are those things?” she asked.

The Herald ignored her. He looked at the hourglass.

“Huh,” he said.

“What?”

The Herald walked to the hand and stood next to it, watching the sand drain from the upper half of the hourglass; then, as the last grain tumbled loose, he fell to a great heaving spasm, shaking and convulsing as another flag protruded from his mask. He gripped it with both hands and pulled, as though he were a farmer in the midst of calving, and Renata watched with horrified fascination as the vast piece of fabric finally came loose.

Above, the hourglass turned, and the sand began to fall again.

The Herald placed the flag in the stone hand, and spread it out. Renata could see two images embroidered on it: one of a castle, the other of a snake.

The Herald seemed annoyed.

“Him? Truly?” he asked the ceiling.

But there was no reply – or at least, not one that Renata could hear.

The Herald sighed. He turned to her.

“Come on,” he muttered. “I have someone to introduce you to.”
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“Who is that?” Glaser demanded of the otherwise silent library. “What’s going on? Where are you going? Is it over?”

“What are you doing here?” the woman demanded back in a strong Draedist accent, picking herself up off the floor. “Get your damn dog off me!”

“I am Colonel Glaser of the 1st Sovan Legion,” he said, yanking Holly’s lead. Gods, but he felt vulnerable. After the sightlessness itself, it was the most detestable effect of his blindness. There was nothing to stop this woman from sticking a knife in his gut, or even just spinning his jaw. He’d never see it coming. “Who are you? I recognise your voice.”

There was a long silence.

“I said who are you?”

“It’s me. Yelena,” she replied eventually. Her voice was so freighted with resentment she was practically chewing the words out.

“Yelena? Where are you going? Can anyone else hear me?” he shouted to the library.

Silence.

“I’m…” Yelena faltered. There was another long pause. “No one is supposed to be in here.”

“How was the séance? Is it done? Is everybody all right?”

There was a third long silence.

“Hello?” Glaser said.

“They are fine. The séance is… ongoing.”

“How can it possibly be ongoing? I thought you were leading it? Why were you leaving?”

“I… wasn’t leaving.”

“Yes, you were.”

“Something happened.”

“What happened?”

“I need to leave.”

“The hell you do,” Glaser snapped. Next to him, Holly growled. He was glad for her presence. “What’s going on? Tell me, before I summon constables.”

Tesařik made a frustrated noise. “What could you hope to understand?”

“Try me.”

“There was a…” She was moving away from him now. Glaser could hear a dripping sound, as though someone had spilt a goblet of wine.

“There was a what?”

The woman bustled about the library. Glaser heard a number of things being moved around, a book being rifled through. There was a smell of something familiar, beneath the scent of burning sage.

“Is someone injured?”

“No. I am…” Tesařik’s frustration boiled off her like heat from a bonfire. “I must go back in.” The words sagged under the weight of her disappointment.

“Yes. I think you should. I shall wait here.”

“Standing in the doorway?” she muttered caustically.

“Standing in the doorway.”

There was the sound of someone slurping from a chalice, then the atmosphere shifted, and the silence returned.

Glaser let out a long sigh. He reached down and fumbled for Holly’s head, and tousled her fur with a trembling hand.

“What the hell was that all about?” he murmured.
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The Herald warned Renata to be silent again, and she was, and they left Qua. Now they pressed on across the mirror plane. The Herald examined the ground constantly, searching for feature on that featureless ground.

And all the while they drew closer to the Wytching Tree.

“Are you taking me there?” Renata asked eventually.

The Herald turned to her briefly.

“Where?”

“The tree.”

He snorted. “Do not be foolish.”

But everything else they did belied this weary scorn.

As they drew closer, Renata began to appreciate just how enormous – and how enormously horrifying – the Wytching Tree was. It reared several thousand feet into the sky, almost a forest in itself, its roots melding seamlessly with the mirrored substance of the floor.

She stopped.

“By Nema,” she breathed.

From every branch dangled thousands of corpses. Some seemed to be almost neolithic; others wore obviously mediaeval or modern clothing. There were Kasar and Stygion, and Renata fancied she could see other types of hybrids too, some that she had never encountered before.

“Here,” the Herald said.

“… Here?”

The Herald was looking straight into the mirrored ground, but Renata saw nothing except her reflection and the sky above them.

No. There was something down there.

She squinted.

“Is that a… flying castle?”

“Yes,” the Herald replied, sounding unhappy. “Come.”

And before she could say anything else, he gripped her by the hand, and they were diving head-first through the ground as though there were nothing there, and falling upwards into the reflected sky.
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Like Qua, the castle seemed empty.

“Must we be quiet?” Renata whispered, but the Herald shook his head.

“No.”

“Are we still in Limbo?”

“Yes.”

They had arrived in a great hall, but the place was in both disarray and disrepair. What had once been a grand chamber was very shabby indeed, with furniture piled in corners or lying under sheets, and everything coated in dust. There was no sound except for the gentle moaning of the wind in open windows and embrasures.

“Come on,” the Herald muttered, and led her through the chamber and up a set of steps – and then another, and another, until they were entering a small octagonal room at the very peak of a very tall tower. The place was filled with an incredible volume of paraphernalia; shelves crowded every wall, filled with books and scrolls and objects. In one part of the chamber was a desk covered in more clutter, whilst at the other end of the room was a chess set on a small table. Renata was examining the pieces – what looked to be a ship of some kind, a moth, a wolf, a squid and others – when there was a sound from behind the desk.

“Here,” the Herald said, gesturing in the direction of the noise.

“Who is it?”

“Who are you?” the figure croaked. Renata watched as another cloaked man pulled himself up by gripping the edge of the desk; but the moment his head appeared, she gasped.

The man had been a Southern Plainsman at one point in time, for he had the dark skin and facial features of a Zyrahn. But his human head looked vacant and ashen, the eyes hooded, the mouth open, as though only nominally alive. Sprouting from the side of this head was that of a large snake, its colouring virulent orange and black, its eyes dull and cataracted. Its breath crepitated in its chest.

“R-Renata,” she stammered.

“Herald,” the snake-man said in greeting. “So. She has sent you to me, eh?”

“She has,” the Herald muttered. “And now I…”

He paused as another corner of fabric protruded from the mouth of his mask, and there followed the usual heaving and retching as he pulled it free. The snake-man regarded this with disgust.

“Must you do that here?”

The Herald briefly examined the flag – and it looked to Renata to be a picture of some sort of anthropomorphic panther next to a golden spear – before he tossed it onto the floor with a great wet slap.

“Truly?” the snake-man asked.

“I take my leave,” the Herald said, and did so.

Renata felt vulnerable with the Herald gone. She looked at this new figure a while. “Who are you?”

“I am Aegraxes, since we are trading names,” he said, and then fell to coughing. A thin streamer of bloody saliva drooled from his human head.

“The… Trickster?” Renata asked, doubtful and mesmerised and aghast all at once. Within the taxonomy of heaven, Aegraxes was the demigod of mischief, and had a long history of meddling in the affairs of mortals. In pictures and statues he was depicted as a two-headed snake, and normally resplendent in finery.

A far cry from this wretched entity.

Aegraxes performed a mock bow. “The very same.”

“I don’t believe it,” Renata breathed.

“Believe it,” he muttered, and once again fell to coughing. When he had finished, he pointed to the rune above her head. “So you have drawn the attention of the Knackerman. That is a sore piece of luck.”

“What can we do against him?”

“What can you do against him?”

“Yes.”

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing?”

“Does nothing have another meaning I am not aware of?”

Renata put a hand to her forehead. “Why did the Herald bring me here? Are you to assist me?”

“I have no choice.”

“What does that mean?”

But Aegraxes didn’t answer; instead, he walked past her to where the chessboard was, and examined the pieces. Renata was certain they had moved from when she had first laid eyes on them.

“Bitch,” Aegraxes muttered.

“I beg your pardon?”

But he waved her off. “Not you.”

“What is your nature? Your role in all this?”

“As matters stand, I am little more than a petty taskman and messenger,” he said with great bitterness. “You wanted to see Peter’s visions? Here.”

The curious chessboard had transformed into a living diorama of a vast garden, and suddenly Renata found herself standing in it. It was like being in an old Kliner painting, a beautiful evening sunset under a blue sky, and a rolling green countryside filled with overgrown ruins.

Here stood a man and woman, the former tall and handsome and saturnine, the latter strikingly delicate and beautiful, elf-like in her pale, aethereal frailty. Both shone with an intangible radiance, but the aura here was hostile and melancholy.

Renata watched, fixed in place, as though encased in a prison of crystal. The man and the woman argued about something she could not hear; and then, a moment later, the man plunged an enormous blade into the woman’s chest. Renata screamed as the woman collapsed, and the man continued to hack and cut until he had pulled her heart out and held it, still beating, in his hand.

Instantly the countryside transformed into a plain of blood, and the sky turned black and bloated with clouds of ash. The man was no longer a man, but a ghastly winged demon, a black skeletal figure, his head an eyeless skull formed of three stacked mouths screaming his hateful lamentation in triplicate.

And then Renata watched, overwhelmed to inaction, as the vision shifted and changed.

An immeasurable span of time passed. Now the demon stood in front of an enormous circular door cut into a cliff face the colour of rust. The cliff formed one half of a chasm that ran infinitely in both directions. The chasm was lined with more doors, each different. A lantern was fixed to the wall above each door; some were lit, others were dark. The floor of the chasm was filled with the skeletal remains of gigantic creatures encased in armour, lying amongst a forest of broken lances, swords and spears.

Beyond the door, vast serpentine creatures writhed, like a bucketful of snakes.

“Renata?”

She turned. Standing there were Lyzander, Ozolinsh and a third figure: some sort of mediaeval knight, his armour rusty and dented, his skin green and made from leaves and bark. His eyes glowed like emeralds as they regarded her.

She turned. The demon had gone. The portal was empty. She turned back. Lyzander, Ozolinsh and the green knight had gone, too.

“I don’t—” she began, but then she was back in Aegraxes’ castle, sitting in a daze, staring at the chessboard. In and amongst the other pieces, she noticed a new figurine.

It was her.

“Why did you show me that?” she whispered, examining her small ivory likeness. “Who were those people? Where were those… what were those things?”

“Peter’s visions,” Aegraxes said, unfazed.

“Peter saw those things?”

“Hm.”

She looked at Aegraxes. “Where was he? Why was his soul not in the City of Sleep?”

“Because he has no soul.”

Renata turned back to the chessboard, examining the different pieces.

“Trickster: what did I just witness?”

“The beginning of the answer.”

“Why did you bring me here if you are going to speak nothing but riddles?”

“Because!” Aegraxes snapped suddenly, making her jump. “The threads of time fray and the threads of time converge. No one can know how they might bind and knot and disentangle. I can always see how to make matters worse; rarely can I see how to make matters better. I throw my stones in the stream and see what dams I can construct. But there is one thing I do know.”

“What?”

“Telling mortals what to do directly leads always to failure. We can husband the threads of time, but you forget that our enemies do precisely the same thing. And once the plan is woven into its tapestry, they can see it as clearly as we can. So if we must speak in riddles, I apologise; you are going to have to turn your mind to the task on the mortal plane, away from prying eyes and ears. Listen, I can tell you this: the Eye of the Sea must remain closed for ever, yes?”

“Yes. Of course.”

“The afterlife is but one dimension. It may be the be-all-and-end-all for you, but there are layers above even our lofty heights. I should not think on it too keenly; you will lose your wits.” He sighed. “I have probably said far too much. But that was always my sin. You came to see the visions, and you have seen the visions. Now: begone.”

And Renata awoke in the library.







X

Coalescence

“The political populist has nothing to lose in indulging his most extreme tendencies; on the worst case he is dismissed by his peers whom he has no love for anyway; and on the best he yokes the buffoonery of the people and so becomes powerful. Look for his policies and you will find naught but chaff; he decries sensible and stable governance as for the weak. Like a fire, his modus operandi is to drink all the oxygen from the room until there is naught left but his breath and bombast. He is comparable to the cockroach in all things – despicable and pestilent, but cunning, and tenacious, and utterly preoccupied with his own survival at the expense of everything good and decent.”

BILIOUS JOSEPH
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Haugen Highway

SOVA

“What did you say to her?” Broz asked him. They were sitting in the common room of the boarding house. Warm morning sunlight slanted through the windows.

“Who?”

“Yelena.”

“Oh.” Von Oldenburg chuckled as he indulged the memory of his visit to the Magpie Alley Society two nights before. His smile broadened; the silence stretched. He could still hear the screams –

“My lord?”

“Just told her something she needed to hear. Showed her something she needed to see.” He smiled with relish. “Broke her like a filly.”

“You did not kill her?”

“Not yet. I still need her.”

“She betrayed you.”

“And she has been shown the error of her ways. Put it from your mind, Broz. Her time will come. Now, how long do I have before I am discovered?”

“Hm. Lots of rumours,” Broz said. “Lots. A day or two at most. Bosko strongly suspects. He hasn’t gone to the Empress yet, as far as I can tell.”

“That old cunt,” von Oldenburg grumbled. He reached into his pocket and felt for the mechanism. Both mechanisms, now that he had recovered the original from Yelena. He imagined slamming them into either side of her head, crushing her skull. “In the event, a day’s further subterfuge is all I need. What about the murder of Cardinal Tchida?”

“No one knows who did it,” Broz said carefully. “I managed to see the constabulary records.”

Von Oldenburg laughed. “Excellent work.” He looked out of the window, as if for the first time noticing the morning sunlight. “Right. I should be getting on with it.”

“When do you mean to go?”

“What time is it now?”

“It’s the ninth bell.”

“Hm,” von Oldenburg rumbled. “I wonder how the séance went last night.”

“Would you like me to find out?”

“Yes. Why don’t you be about that? I’ll be at the Senate House with Colonel Gold.”

Broz’s eyes widened in alarm. “The Senate House? My lord, please. Wear the disguise.”

“I will, this time,” von Oldenburg said. “You have it there?”

Broz went upstairs, and returned with a case. He opened it, and gave von Oldenburg a large false beard, a pair of spectacles and a low, broad-brimmed hat.

“I look ridiculous,” von Oldenburg said as he put them on.

“As you said, my lord. It’s only for one more day.”

“Aye. And then I shall…” he waggled his fingers, “reveal my hand.” In the corner, the burnt man regarded him silently. “And we shall separate the wheat from the chaff.”
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“I am not a political man,” Gold said as they ascended the broad white marble steps of the Senate House.

“Every man is a political man,” von Oldenburg replied. “Stop looking around. You are much too anxious.”

Gold ignored him. “Who do you plan on speaking with?”

“One of my colleagues from the Palatinate of Nordenkova.”

“Who?”

“Lady Elizabet Bokori, Countess of Osthalde. She keeps an office here.”

“That old firebrand?”

“The very same.”

They bustled through the Senate House, two well-fed, well-dressed men, moving with purpose. They drew no attention whatever. After five minutes of walking through the labyrinthine corridors of the ancient building, ascending several floors and doubling back at least twice, they reached Bokori’s chambers. Von Oldenburg looked around to check the corridor was empty – it was – and removed his disguise.

Then, he entered.

“Prince of Hell, knock before you—” a woman started; then her eyes widened. “Good gods. Lamprecht.”

“Elizabet,” von Oldenburg rumbled expensively. “So good to see you again. This is Colonel Gold of the City Yeomanry.”

“Yes, I know,” she replied, nonplussed. She was of an age with von Oldenburg, white-skinned, with long, greying hair and a severe, pinched face. “Lamprecht… are you supposed to be here?”

“May we sit?”

“That depends; am I about to be led away in chains?”

“Nothing of the sort. Nobody knows I’m here.”

She considered this most unexpected and unpleasant turn of events for a few moments. “You had better lock the door,” she said, and Gold obliged. Then he and von Oldenburg sat in the chairs in front of her desk.

“Last I heard, Lamprecht, you had been disavowed.”

“Yes,” he said brightly.

“Your funds were frozen, your titles were revoked, your estate seized, and twenty thousand men were sent north to apprehend or kill you and destroy your… well now, the way I heard it told, some sort of army of dead people reanimated by magicks.”

“What a remarkably accurate précis,” von Oldenburg replied with alacrity.

Bokori cocked an eyebrow. “It’s true?”

“Yes. But that’s not what I’m here to talk to you about. What we are here to talk about.”

“What are you here to talk to me about?”

“Tell me, my lady, what have you heard regarding the current… state of affairs?”

“The ‘state of affairs’, Lamprecht?”

“Regarding the supernatural misadventure to which you just now alluded so pithily.”

“All manner of rumours are flying around at present,” she said, regarding him. “Seem to have their roots in the plague in Draedaland.”

“Enlighten me about the rumours. I’ve not heard them.”

“I’ve told you most of what I know.”

“Tell me all of it.”

Bokori sighed. “That you have been secretly playing with some illegal death magicks. That you have found a way to control the dead. That there is some collection of… creatures, in the holy dimensions, supposedly eating everyone’s souls like a bag of pork rinds. And that all of these things may or may not be linked to varying degrees. How’s that?”

Von Oldenburg sat back. “Remarkable,” he said, nodding to himself. “Remarkable.”

“I suppose you’re about to tell me it’s all true?”

“Have you spoken to our confederates in the Palatinate? The counts of Hofingen and Weishagen?”

“They are utterly preoccupied with the border quarantine. Lamprecht, what happened to Colonel Atanasov?”

“She joined me.”

Bokori’s eyes widened. “You’re joking.”

“I am not. She joined me. She has taken my army east, and is setting Casimir aflame as we speak.”

“Your army?”

“Well. It was hers.”

Bokori sat in silence, contemplating matters. She nodded to Colonel Gold. “I am to take it that the City Yeomanry have thrown in their lot with you?”

“Yes,” Gold said, to von Oldenburg’s private relief.

“What is it you intend to do?”

“I was hoping you might write something for me,” von Oldenburg said. “On your letterhead, and in your handwriting, signed by you.”

“What?”

“In the Senate, there is the Council of Princes in the one bloc; then the Council of Nobles, the Council of Bishops and the Common Council.”

“My lord, I can point you in the direction of several excellent tutors on political science if remedial education is your goal.”

Von Oldenburg chuckled. “I have found, in my extensive experience, that speaking plainly and logically is so often the best way to put a point across.”

“Experience which has found its home in my chamber.”

“You must understand, my lady, that I am completely insane, and I have made it my goal to murder or convert every last Nemanist in the city.”

“Apologies, my lord; I didn’t catch that.”

“I said: I am concerned about the influence of the Victorian Church within the city. I know that our palatinate has historically been an enemy of the Council of Bishops.”

“A political enemy, Lamprecht. Not a spiritual one,” Bokori said carefully. “If this is going where I think it is going—”

“Where do you think it is going?”

“There has been a spate of violence against Nemanists in the city this past week. The… brutal murder of Cardinal Tchida. The arson attack on the nunnery at Saint Katre’s.”

“Hold on a moment,” von Oldenburg said. “What arson attack?”

“The nunnery in the Miran Closure. Burnt to cinders not two days ago. Some sort of message written in the ash, in… gods know, Draedic or some other nonsense.”

“I had nothing to do with that,” von Oldenburg said, much too forcefully and quickly.

“And there I was thinking you were about to accuse me of it,” Bokori said.

“Listen,” von Oldenburg said, feeling the madness begin to reassert itself. It was always the same: a droning, buzzing sound in the back of his head, a chorus of distant aethereal screaming. He took a long swig of tonic. “I think we must begin to divorce ourselves from Victorianism, and I should like you to write a letter to that end.”

Bokori ruminated further. “I mean, I agree with you, Lamprecht; I believe that the Neman Church has far too much power within Sova. But arguing for its eradication… that is going to be next to impossible.”

“Nonsense. The bifurcation of Nemanism is barely a century old. Parts of it are still indistinguishable from Draedism. If anything it is uniquely susceptible to all manner of changes.”

“It all comes back to Nema in the end. Even the Conformists believe that Nema is an important goddess, and mother of the Deti.”

“But not primus inter deos.”

Bokori sighed. “As I understand it, my lord, but I am not a religious scholar.”

“Besides, I have a plan to soften the blow. Ameliorate the commonfolk’s lessening spiritual comfort with more… immediate delights.”

“Is that so?”

“Manufactured goods. Cheap, plentiful manufactured goods.”

“And how do you suppose to do that?”

“I’m not going to spoil the surprise.”

There was a pause.

“I should like nothing more than to dismantle the power of the bishops in the Senate,” Bokori said eventually. “But what you are talking about is… well, it’s madness, isn’t it. Revolution is bad for business, Lamprecht.”

Von Oldenburg had to stop himself from screaming.

“Elizabet, you have made a career from spewing out endless falsehoods.”

“I beg your—”

“You have had regard for nothing except your own career and aggrandisement.”

“If you think you can come in here—”

“I have worked with you for decades, and I have known you to speak and act with eyewatering irresponsibility. And yet now, now, with the opportunity to act with some real bite, to actually achieve something, you shrink back from the edge like a fucking sheep.”

“Get out of my office this instant, before I have you arrested!”

“I have an idea,” von Oldenburg said. He was speaking to Gold now.

“Uh, yes?”

Von Oldenburg nodded, thinking, letting the idea snowball. “Yes. I think it’ll work. But you must not be alarmed.”

“I’m not sure I—”

“Lamprecht! Do not ignore me!” Bokori shouted.

“Shut up, blast you,” von Oldenburg muttered, as the droning in his ears became dismally loud.

“I’ll not be spoken to in—”

“Have you got a weapon on you?” he asked Gold.

“Have you taken leave of your senses?” Bokori demanded.

Von Oldenburg flashed a deranged smile in her direction. “Oh, you have no idea.”

“I only have a pocketknife,” Gold said, almost apologetically.

“Give it to me.”

“Count von Oldenburg, what in Nema’s name are you doing?” Bokori continued to babble, voice brittle. “It’s time for you to leave, right now.”

“My lord, I really do not think—” Gold spluttered.

“Give me the fucking knife,” von Oldenburg snapped. Gold gave him the knife. “Right. I need to do this in the right order, so bear with me.”

Bokori and Gold sat in silent astonishment as von Oldenburg pulled out the mechanism from his pocket and pointed it at the countess.

“What—” was her last word. A moment later, she was connected to the mechanism by a lance of bright pink light, and her discorporate scream ripped through the chamber as her soul’s essence was devoured by hungry Vorr. He envied her then, her transmutation into the infinite state completed. Her screaming took on a symphonic quality, a beautiful, elating, fulfilling noise. If he listened carefully, he could hear the ecstasy in it.

“Sweet fucking Nema!” Gold screeched next to him, and lurched up and back, his chair clattering to the floor.

Von Oldenburg put the mechanism back into his pocket, stood, and slapped him – and then slapped him again for good measure. “Shut up,” he snapped. “Shut up.”

There was a deadly silence. What would the colonel do? Flee and fetch constables? Were his guts water?

“Just listen to me,” von Oldenburg said dangerously.

“You’re fucking mad. What the hell is that thing? What the hell did you just do to her?”

“Listen to me! She wasn’t going to write the letter. But now she will.”

“Now she… What? She’s dead!”

“No she isn’t. Look.”

Gold looked at Bokori. She sat at her desk, staring into space. Then, a moment later, she stood, eyes locked on Gold, and began moving towards him.

“Oh shit, hold on a moment,” von Oldenburg said. He came swiftly round the side of the desk and wrapped his arm around Bokori, arresting her before she could touch Gold and pass on the mind rot. Then he fished into his pocket and pulled out a small steel brand.

“Get that lamp lit and heat this up.”

But Gold had taken leave of his senses. “You cannot just murder a senator!” he gasped.

“But we can murder a commoner? Without compunction? This woman’s life has more value, does it?”

They both turned as Bokori made a brief, ghastly snorting noise, but it was clear that it was some sort of autonomic response.

“You and I did not agree to murder,” Gold said, his eyes flickering to the locked door. There, standing next to it, the burnt man regarded the scene impassively.

“You and I have agreed to nothing except murder,” von Oldenburg said. “You were happy enough with the idea of atomising rioters with canister. Yet you baulk at the quick slaying of one politician? With all the misery she has generated, I daresay it was much too quick.”

Gold began to pace the chamber feverishly. “This had better be good. There is not yet so much tying me to you that I could not report you with my reputation intact.”

Von Oldenburg’s brain felt as though it were about to bubble out of his nose and ears. “Cardinal Tchida’s murder has set the cat amongst the pigeons. It is a frightful thing, apparently. I have not seen it.”

“You have not seen it? Prince of Hell, you are accountable for it! Did you think I did not see the bite marks on your hands the day after the murder was reported?”

Von Oldenburg shook his head, enduring a sequence of dissociative visions in which he murdered the cardinal with brutality. “Whoever is responsible for it, we can use it to our own ends—”

“I will not treat with a madman. Do you understand? For Nema’s sake, you are a fucking anchor, von Oldenburg, and you are pulling me to the bottom of the ocean. I am ambitious, yes, but not so much that I would yoke myself to this insanity. In your present state you are as like to get me hanged as to elevate me.”

“Listen. All right, just listen to me. Listen to what I have to say, and if you still think it is madness, you may leave and we shall never speak again.” Von Oldenburg had to concentrate to get the words out in a vaguely sane manner. It took all of his self-control; a great maniacal scream was bubbling up within him, in as desperate need of venting as an overtaxed steam boiler. He was suffering from an incredible compulsion, too, to rip off his clothes. Both had to be resisted with great vigour.

“What? What is it you want me to do?”

“Light that lamp and heat this brand. And whatever you do, do not touch the countess, lest you suffer the same fate.”

“Gods’ blood,” Gold breathed, eyes wide. “This… this is it, isn’t it? The mind rot.”

“This is the Great Silence, aye.”

He stood mute for a long time. “How is it that you can control it?”

“Do as I say and I shall explain!”

Von Oldenburg threw the brand to him, and Gold finally followed his instructions. Then von Oldenburg forced Bokori to the floor, hitched up her shirt, and pressed the brand into her midriff just above her left hip. The countess instantly stopped struggling.

“Is she dead?” Gold whispered.

“No, you fool.” Von Oldenburg stood, and said to Bokori, “Sit in the chair.”

Gold let out an astonished grunt as she did as she was told.

Von Oldenburg wiped the sweat from his face. He examined his fingers where the brand had burnt them. Something Yelena could fix – if she had survived the séance.

“Elizabet Bokori: take out your correspondence kit and prepare to write a letter.”

Gold sounded as though he were about to collapse as she complied perfectly with his instructions. Von Oldenburg returned to his own chair, and sat down heavily. “Write this,” he said, and proceeded to dictate a short screed condemning the Council of Bishops and the insidious power of Neman Victorianism. When she was done and had signed it, he folded it and slipped it into his jacket pocket.

Then he took Gold’s knife and cut her throat.

“What—!?” the colonel cried out.

“What do you suppose will happen now?” von Oldenburg demanded. Bokori sat perfectly still as her lifeblood fountained out of the wound. Slowly, she keeled forward. “If I make this look like the work of Victorianists? What do you think will happen?”

Gold sighed exasperatedly, turning not one iota of his mental capacity to the situation. “I don’t understand,” he gabbled.

“Gods, you are as thick as pigshit, do you know that? The lords and the Nemans will be at one another’s throats. They will see this and dig up Hell. And we ourselves shall plant certain seeds that perhaps it was my fellow lords in the Palatinate – perhaps the countess herself! – who were responsible for the slaying of Tchida. I have a man who can fabricate accounts, transactions, very convincingly. We can speak with all the fire and bombast we like, but nothing focuses the mind and hate like a killing. They will rip each other to pieces, and we shall be there, fanning the flames. The opportunities for advancement will be embarrassing in both frequency and eminence. And you, my dear Colonel Gold, Brigadier Gold, General Gold, Privy Councillor Gold, you will wonder why you ever aimed so low with a mere one-rung promotion to a colonial command. Do you understand? Are you with me now?”

Another silence, the longest yet. Might the colonel actually refuse? No. Gold was a basic, greedy man whose pleasures and preoccupations were entirely mortal: lust, avarice, gluttony.

“All right, damn you,” he said, eventually. “All right. But I hope you have a plan to get us out of here.”

“In a moment,” von Oldenburg said. “Is there any blood on me?” He turned like a debutante in a ballgown.

“No.”

“All right.” He dipped his index finger in the pool of blood and began writing on the wall behind Bokori. “One more thing, and then we can go.”







XI

Apocrypha

“And the scholar? Thou shouldst weep for him,

For he knows naught but this:

Knowledge may be power,

But ignorance is bliss.”

DUŠANKA LILJANA’S “THE MERCHANT’S PROLOGUE”
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Corps of Engineers

SOVA

She came to slowly, ever so slowly, her eyes gummed closed, her throat desert-dry, her head in pounding, pulsing agony with every beat of her overtaxed heart. With all the time that had passed – days, possibly even weeks, traipsing through Cindro, Qua, across the mirrored plane of Limbo, sitting in Aegraxes’ castle – she expected to wake up in bed somewhere, the Royal Naval Hospital, perhaps, or even in her apartment, watched over by a bevy of nuns or nurses on rotation.

Instead, as her eyes ground open like rusty portcullises, she was stunned to discover that she was still in the engineering headquarters – not only in the task force library, but in the same chair, having been left to languish, drooling and awkwardly positioned, whilst some commotion took place to her left: shouting, a dog barking, the frantic scuffling of people trying and failing to save a life, angry, panicked remonstration.

She looked over –

And bolted upright.

Of course – Gagnier.

The woman had been manhandled out of the chair, but even as Lyzander, Bosko and Glaser fussed over her, it was abundantly clear she was dead. Her face had gone a lurid purple colour, her eyes were so bloodshot as to be almost black, and her tongue extruded gruesomely from her mouth.

Her body was trying to remember a decapitation that had never happened.

Renata’s breath came in short gasps. She tugged at the front of her dress to try and get some air into her lungs.

Gagnier –

The Knackerman –

Aegraxes –

The memories returned like slaps to the face. She cried out as she sat up, the bones and muscles of her back cracking and spasming. In the centre of the table lay Peter Kleist, eyes closed, smoke curling from his mouth. Glaser’s dog had backed Tesařik into the corner of the library and was barking furiously at her.

“Holly! Confounded animal, shut up!” Glaser snapped, and she did – though she did not let Tesařik out from the shelves.

“Where did you go?” Ozolinsh asked from across the table, her face pale and marked with perspiration.

“I-I don’t know,” Renata stammered.

Lyzander looked over sharply; his eyes widened when he saw she was awake.

“Tell me you’re alive,” he breathed.

“I’m fine,” Renata muttered, though she was anything but.

“What the hell happened?” Bosko demanded.

But Renata only sat in silence as Lyzander and Glaser tried to rouse Gagnier from her eternal slumber.

Outside, the Yeomanry band continued to play.
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Gagnier was dead. Her body was taken away to the watch-house morgue by Bosko’s constables. Ozolinsh, exhausted and visibly unwell, was also taken back to the Royal Naval Hospital.

For the rest of them, it was something to drink, something to smoke, and the prospect of a long night picking over the ruins of the séance.

“Colonel Glaser,” Renata said eventually. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“One thing at a time,” Bosko said, smoking his pipe. In front of him was his ledger and pen. “The Chief Custodian. What happened to her?”

“She was killed by the Knackerman,” Renata said. She turned to Tesařik. “Where were you?”

“She was here—” Glaser began, but Bosko cut across them.

“Quiet!” he snapped. “One matter at a time. What does ‘killed by the Knackerman’ mean? Explain it to me.”

Renata explained to him, with corroboration from Lyzander. Kleist, who could remember nothing at all, simply sat quietly.

“Gods’ blood,” Glaser muttered when she had finished. “That infernal man.”

“This is the one that blinded you in Port Gero?” Bosko asked him.

“Verily.”

“Hm.” Scratch scratch scratch went the pen against the paper. “Is there any prospect of her reanimation?”

There was a silence.

“No,” Tesařik said eventually.

“So you went to the City of Sleep and the Knackerman surprised you. What happened then?” Bosko asked.

“Yelena disappeared,” Renata said stonily.

“Where did you go?” Bosko asked her.

“She was here,” said Glaser.

“Why do you keep saying that?” asked Renata.

“Because she was. I came in part way through. She was awake whilst the rest of you were under. Isn’t that right?”

“I was thrown out,” Tesařik said levelly. “Thrown out by the Knackerman.” She turned to Glaser. “You wouldn’t understand anything about it.”

“What do you mean?” Bosko asked before someone could angrily rejoin.

“Just that: he used his sorceries to expel me from Limbo. I was flustered. Frightened – I make no bones about it. In a moment of madness I sought to flee. I was interrupted by the colonel. I was… ashamed. Humiliated. But I returned, and saved Joseph and Azura, and brought them back.”

Renata squinted at her. As an answer it was well put, and yet it seemed rehearsed. How long had she had to think up an explanation?

“Ambassador? Colonel?” Bosko asked. “Any rebuttal?”

Renata shrugged. “Well we aren’t in a position to contradict her, are we?”

She watched as the false supplication drained from the woman’s face. “I need not explain myself to you all!”

“Nothing could be further from the truth, madam,” Bosko said calmly.

Tesařik bristled. “I may come and go as I please. ’Tis only thanks to me that you are not all brainless automatons now. We have all made common cause—”

“Have we?”

She stopped so suddenly it was as though she had been stabbed in the throat. “You have—”

“What are you up to? Your mind these past weeks has been at least partly elsewhere.”

“I could say the same of any one of us!” Tesařik erupted. “Petro and his bloody catmen! Joseph and his childish infatuation with you! You and your sister!”

Rage swelled within Renata. She stood, the chair clattering into the scuffed salt circle behind her. Yelena rose too, and then Lyzander, for he clearly did not fancy Renata’s chances. She would be offended by that, later.

“Enough! Nema, sit down, all of you,” Bosko snapped like a weary schoolmaster.

They did so, slowly.

“This bickering is pointless. Ms Tesařik has given her explanation – one that hardly covers her in glory – and as you, Excellency, have quite rightly pointed out, no one is in a position to provide a contradicting account. So: the matter rests there.”

The matter most assuredly did not rest there, but Renata had a feeling that Bosko knew that already.

“The most important question is this: did the séance yield any fruit? Tell me it was not a fool’s errand after all these weeks’ preparation.”

“It was nothing but,” Lyzander muttered.

“No,” Renata said. “I saw the visions. I saw what Peter saw.”

They all looked at her, Tesařik especially sharply.

“What?” Bosko asked.

“I was shown the visions.”

“How?” Tesařik demanded.

“Aegraxes showed me.”

There was a long silence. She watched Bosko’s eyes flick over to Glaser, briefly forgetting the man was blind.

“The Aegraxes? The Trickster? From the Neman Creed?” he said.

“Yes.”

Bosko, professionally incredulous, paused. “Apologies, madam, so I’m clear: Aegraxes, the two-headed snake-demigod of mischief, spoke to you? Like you and I are speaking now?”

“I know how it sounds, Mr Bosko, but that is precisely what happened.”

“What did you see?” Peter asked her gently.

She told them. She told them everything she could remember, and in as much detail as possible. Bosko wrote constantly as she spoke, asking very few clarificatory questions. Tesařik was clearly struggling to contain some sort of spasm of emotion. Peter nodded along as Renata’s account rattled loose the gears of his mind.

After she had finished, they all sat in ruminative silence. The Yeomanry band had long since stopped playing, and the streets around them, and the Klaran common, had cleared of people with the setting of the summer sun.

Someone’s stomach growled.

“A man murders a woman in a garden and cuts her heart out,” Bosko said, reading from his notes. “He transforms into a demon, and a little while later opens an enormous door in an infinite chasm. Beyond the door are gigantic, horrifying creatures.”

“That’s the skin of it,” Glaser said from across the table.

“The creatures surely are the Vorr?” Bosko asked.

Renata shivered. “That was my thought, too.”

“This demon released them?”

“I believe so. It’s what the Stygion theorised, too: that someone had, either unwittingly or deliberately, set them loose from the prison dimension.”

“Deliberately, it seems, in the event?”

“I would say so.”

Bosko sat back. “To what end? The Great Silence? To destroy all the beings in the afterlife? It makes no sense.”

“It makes sense if it’s an attack,” Glaser said, brow furrowed above his eye bandage.

“What do you mean?”

“He’s right,” Lyzander said. He turned to Renata. “You said yourself that Akhaber told you the Vorr were assaulting Heaven. That Nema was holding them off.” He shrugged. “Perhaps they are nothing more than berserkers. A break-in brigade.”

“You mean to say this demon is using the Vorr as a sort of sledgehammer to crack open the fortress of Heaven?” Bosko said.

“Right,” Glaser said.

“And the Great Silence is, what? A corollary of this?”

“Indeed,” Lyzander said thoughtfully. “A by-product.”

“The Stygion were concerned about the Vorr bleeding into the mortal plane,” Renata said. “Breaking through the Eye of the Sea.” She thought back to Aegraxes’ parting words. The Eye of the Sea must remain closed for ever. “But what if they were wrong? What if the Vorr were never intended to break through the Eye of the Sea. What if instead they were simply meant to clear a path to it?”

“For who?” Bosko asked.

“Well. That’s the question, isn’t it,” Renata murmured. “Who is that figure? The demon?” She turned to Tesařik. The woman looked as though she were about to faint. “Do you have any idea?”

“No,” she said quickly. “I need to leave.”

“Why? What’s the matter?” Bosko asked.

“I feel very unwell,” she said.

“What do you know, Yelena? What are you not sharing with us?” Renata pressed.

“Nothing you do not already know.”

“Do not lie to us!”

“I…” Tesařik began, then stopped. For a moment, Renata thought the woman might actually vomit. “Let me speak with my people first. I want to check something before I share my theories.”

“Why do they not make common cause with us? Why are they not here in this room?”

“I’ve already told you!” Tesařik snapped. “I am a perfectly effective conduit. There is nothing they have considered or thought about or theorised that is relevant that I have not shared. Besides, I cannot compromise their identities.”

“The Empress could have broken down their door a month ago and had you all arrested and shot without trial. That their identities remain secret is entirely at the whim of the royal household. ’Tis clear you are holding something back – some knowledge about matters which is plainly relevant.”

“I have been immersed in matters arcane for my whole life, Madam Ambassador! If you spend any time at all dealing with the afterlife and its inhabitants, you know that it is a place which defies reason, which defies taxonomy, comprehension and logic. It is a place that is defined by the absence of order, and people from ancient times to the modern day have been trying unsuccessfully to rationalise its outputs. If I were to tell the task force of every thought I had, every musing, every theory, every interpretation, we would be running around like headless chickens and achieving nothing of any value whatever. So I shall take what you have told me, and I shall speak to my colleagues, and when I have something more than half-baked nonsense, I shall share it with the task force. How’s that?”

And before Renata could rejoin, the woman stood and marched out of the chamber.

“Wait a moment!” Bosko called after her, but she didn’t.

“You should have her followed,” Glaser said.

“Oh! What a splendid idea, Colonel! I hadn’t thought of that once in the past six weeks.”

“You must have eyes inside her operation.”

“The last of my men to successfully infiltrate the Magpie Alley headquarters went stark-raving mad, Colonel, and ultimately had to be shot in Blackmarsh Asylum.”

“Storm the place. She is clearly pursuing a parallel objective!” Renata said.

“Excellency, I agree with you. I have been willing to play out the rope for some time whilst Ms Tesařik has assisted us. In spite of everything, she has ultimately been instrumental in our efforts, and the quid pro quo of that has been to leave her and her people unmolested. But you are right. We have clearly reached a tipping point. My fear remains that if we turn on her, we lose our only expert on this matter. Especially with the loss of Ms Gagnier. And there is a worse outcome than her not assisting us, and that is her actively hindering us.”

“She knows something,” Renata said. “And she’s not telling us what it is.”

“Aye,” Lyzander said. “About the vision. She has at least an inkling as to the nature of the demon. At least. And access to materials that we do not. The Apocrypha, for one.”

Bosko sighed. “I will look into it. I have a great many things on my plate at the moment.” He stood, closing his ledger. “Ambassador, I understand that you are not long for the capital.”

“Yes,” Renata said bitterly. “I am being dispatched to Iliyanabourg tomorrow.”

“You will go thereafter to the Stygion and tell them of our findings?”

“That is the plan.”

“And you, Mr Kleist; you are to return to the New East?”

Kleist looked up glumly from his reverie. “That’s right.”

Bosko straightened out his papers. “Fine. I will liaise with the rest of the task force in your absences to progress matters here. Perhaps if we learn the nature of this demonic creature, we can devise a way to frustrate his designs on the mortal plane.” He sighed again. “Gods, it all sounds so fucking absurd.”

And with that, he left.
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“What’s the matter?” Lyzander asked.

They were lying in Renata’s bed the following morning, naked and postcoital. She had taken none of the distraction and satisfaction from it that she had during their previous couplings.

“What’s the matter?” she replied. His hand was tracing idle circles on her breastbone; in a few minutes, these would edge closer to her nipples as the embers of his ardour were slowly reignited, and so as not to give him false hope, she pulled away and sat up.

“I mean specifically. The mission? Your sister? The Vorr? The House of Casimir? Alistair?”

“All of it,” Renata said immediately.

Lyzander paused. “Something else?”

She sighed, then wiped herself off and began to get dressed. “I shall be gone for weeks. We shan’t even reach Iliyanabourg inside of a fortnight.”

Lyzander considered matters for moment. “The Empire’s northern borders are secure,” he said. “Colonel Atanasov must have caught up with von Oldenburg by now and either killed him or taken him prisoner. We have Sova, the Stygion and the Shōgunate working on a solution to the Great Silence. The way I see it, perhaps we do have a little breathing space. Zelenka is doing the next most sensible thing, which is preventing another war breaking out with Casimir, and she is turning everything to the task.” He shrugged. “I know it seems like a distraction, but I can’t think of many things more important at the moment.”

“Zelenka,” Renata muttered. The way he said it so casually, so intimately, as though he were referring to an old friend rather than the head of state. She felt like a shipwreck survivor, bobbing amongst the waves, surrounded by flotsam. If she could just hold onto some barrel or plank – a stable, intimate, affectionate connexion with another human being – it would make everything else seem a little more surmountable. Especially in the wake of Maruska and Amara’s deaths, she just wanted…

“An emotional… foundation!”

Lyzander’s brow furrowed. “What?”

“Oh, Nema Victoria, I will say it plainly, even though it makes me sound like a jealous maid. What was the nature of your relationship? I am certain that at least part of the reason she is sending me away is to rekindle whatever it is the two of you had.”

Lyzander scoffed. “You’re not serious.”

“I am serious! And I am sick and tired of how serious I must be about everything, all the time! I want levity and laughter, I want to promenade and dine and make love, I want friendship and affection and camaraderie, I want everything I had before this damned fucking apocalypse, and now I cannot trust any happy moment, cannot exist in the present, without fear of it being snatched away by some new dreadful… manifestation, or arcane horror, or threat of global bloody war. All I want is just some damned comfort that this connexion we share shall persist in my absence! Is that so very much to ask? Just for some comfort? From one human being to another?”

Lyzander stood and walked over to her, and took her in his arms, holding her tight. “I am here for you, and I shall wait for you, for as long as it takes. I swear it.”

“Thank you,” she muttered.

He gripped her by the shoulders and held her at arm’s length. “Ren, I swear it. I have no desire to form any relationship with the Empress.”

Renata smiled briefly. “Fine. Good. Thank you.”

“She is much too senior.”

“She is… what?”

“Much too senior. I think somewhere at the ambassadorial level is more my speed.”

It took another moment for the penny to drop. “You are jesting with me.”

Lyzander smiled broadly. “I thought people in the Imperial Office were supposed to be clever.”

She shoved him, laughing. “Cleverer than people in the army.”

“Fighting talk!”

“From a diplomat? Never. Now, I must get ready for the journey.”

“In a moment,” Lyzander said, pulling her back to the bed. “Let’s give you a good sending-off.”
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“I have something for you, before you go,” Ozolinsh said that afternoon. Renata had returned briefly to the library, pleased to see Glaser and Holly in attendance, both of them dozing. Of Tesařik and Bosko there was no sign.

“Oh?” she replied.

“I told you I was working on an ideogram for you. So that you would be able to breathe underwater.”

“You managed it?”

“Of course. Here.” She set upon the table a small, finely wrought brand. “I’m afraid it’s going to hurt.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Renata said as she approached and sat down next to Ozolinsh. “Thank you. What a wonderful gift.”

“A strategic necessity,” Ozolinsh corrected, seemingly uncomfortable with both the praise and the proximity. She busied herself holding the brand over a candle, whilst Renata pulled the left shoulder of her spring dress down. She saw Ozolinsh snatch several glances at the upper part of her left breast.

“Is everything all right, Azura?”

“It’s fine!” she snapped, and roughly wiped some perspiration from her forehead. “Here.”

Ozolinsh’s rough, callused fingers found their way into Renata’s armpit, gripping her upper arm, and then the brand was applied. Renata gasped as the brand sizzled against the skin of her shoulder. Ozolinsh held it firmly in place. She was breathing heavily, her gaze ostentatiously averted.

“Why can I smell burning flesh?” Glaser asked as he awoke. Next to him, Holly licked her lips.

“Never you mind,” Ozolinsh muttered.

Eventually she removed the brand. It left a mark on Renata’s shoulder the size of a goldmark bit.

“Keep it clean and dry,” she muttered to the table. “There is no incantation to speak or anything like that. It should just work, if my thaumaturgic equations were correct.”

“Thank you,” Renata said, marvelling at the brand even though it was excruciatingly painful. “This is a wonderful gift.”

“Very best of luck with the diplomatic mission,” Azura stammered to the table.

“Where’s Emmanuel?” Renata asked. “Has he made any progress with Yelena?”

“Something’s happened this morning,” Glaser said. “He’s busy.”

“Busy with what?” Renata asked. “What could be more important?”

Glaser shrugged. “He didn’t say. So it’s just us this afternoon. The skeleton crew.”

Renata looked around, feeling a keen sense of foreboding.

“I shan’t see either of you for a good long while,” she said eventually. “Stay safe. Please.”

“We plan on it, Ambassador. Happy hunting. Take some Casimiran scalps for us.”
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The diplomatic mission to Casimir was everything Zelenka Haugenate had intimated it would be. In preparation were assembled the foremost of Sova’s diplomats from the Imperial Office, every diplomatic officer and policy expert on Casimir and the broader Kova Confederation that could be found. Alongside this collection was the Foreign Minister himself, Kaspar von Brandt, and his own staff and advisers; the Sovan ambassador to Casimir, Faron Augustin, plus a healthy complement of those soldiers from the 1st Sovan Legion that Atanasov had not taken north. The city would be left under the protective aegis of the Imperial Yeomanry.

The host marshalled to the north of the city, just beyond Wolfgate. Here the late-evening air was redolent of livestock where the Fleischfelder markets sat in the lee of the old mediaeval wall. They would be taking the Kzosan Highway east, through the Margraviate of Saxanburg, across the Casimiran border, and then through a broad open country to Vukovskoville. From there they would load up on boats and undertake the rest of the journey down the enormous South River Kova. The journey was expected to take eleven days.

Peter and his pagan beau Olwin were loitering off to one side, the former trying to appear inconspicuous beneath a broad-brimmed hat, the latter clad in Sovan ladies’ dress, whilst the large mass of stagecoaches and luggage carts and horses were prepared by their grooms, postillions, drivers and coach gunners. Diplomats, politicians and their staffs stood about in fine summer suits and dresses, all of them clutching attaché cases and diplomatic bags and speaking animatedly, whilst away to the east, a gaggle of Life Guards looked between a map and the highway ahead.

“Your Excellency,” a tall, grey-haired, moustachioed man said as he detached himself from a cluster of diplomats. It was Kaspar von Brandt, the Foreign Secretary. He doffed his top hat.

“Mr Secretary,” Renata replied, performing a small curtsy.

“A long journey awaits, and an important one at that. I have been given some notion of matters arcane, and how the Stygion dovetail with that; I look forward to hearing more en route.”

“And so far as I am able to, Mr Secretary, I shall be happy to oblige.”

“Please, call me Kaspar.”

“Renata.”

They briefly clasped forearms in the slightly more relaxed, but still formal Sovan greeting.

The Foreign Secretary made a show of looking at the assembly. “Well. A fine evening to travel, notwithstanding the circumstances.”

“The… circumstances?”

“You have not heard about Senator Bokori? No, I suppose you would not have. Not yet, at any rate. The news is as young as her corpse.”

“The Countess of Osthalde?” Renata asked.

The Foreign Secretary leant in slightly. “Murdered,” he said in a low voice.

Renata exchanged a brief glance with Lyzander, whom the Foreign Secretary had not addressed. “Murdered?”

“Aye. Found dead in her chambers this morning.” He sucked his teeth. “The constabulary believes it to be a revenge slaying for the death of Cardinal Tchida, given the state of the corpse. But there is of course much more investigative work to do. Bosko is on the case, the old rat.”

“A woman such as Bokori hardly wanted for enemies,” Renata murmured, unable to shake the feeling that these matters were all connected.

“Oh, I shan’t argue with that,” von Brandt replied dismissively. “As I say, who knows what will come out in the wash?” He shook his head, casting a weary eye over the enormous metropolis of Sova. The look seemed to capture perfectly Renata’s – and most everyone’s – feelings on the city. Sova was a wretched place, but it was a wretched place they were all addicted to.

“Anyway. I shall catch up with you after we have a few miles under our belt. Good day to you, madam.”

Renata turned to Lyzander. “I have a bad feeling about this.”

“Why?” he asked.

“Well for one thing, she is one of von Oldenburg’s confederates.”

“’Tis a good thing she is dead, then.”

“Be serious. This is the start of something. I can feel it. From what I have heard of Tchida’s death, it was bizarre enough, but if this is the beginning of some sort of conflict between the church and the state, it’s the very last thing we need.”

“I thought war with Casimir was the very last thing we needed.”

“Second last, then,” Renata said stonily.

They stood opposite one another awkwardly, prohibited from kissing in public by Sovan social mores. Instead, they briefly held hands.

“Please don’t kill Alistair.”

Lyzander snorted. “I shan’t.”

“Don’t let him goad you into anything. Just walk away.”

“Believe me, Ren, I have no intention of putting myself in front of a pistol ball to salve that man’s honour. Especially given the… well, the circumstances,” he said, parroting the Foreign Minister’s words.

“Look after Azura.”

“I shall.”

Renata was about to say something else, when the departure call went up, and everyone was mounting their horses and carriages and coaches.

“I’ll see you when you get back!” Lyzander called after her.

But she could not shake the feeling that they would never see one another again.







XII

Unknown Unknowns

“A government of which a citizen does not feel him- or herself to be a part is predestined to fail. The Senate is not distinct from the people; it is the people, and should be at pains to intermix both its ideas and its persons with the so-called commonfolk at every opportunity.”

CHUN PARSIFAL’S THE INFINITE STATE
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Kzosan Highway

SOVA

Lyzander watched the diplomatic mission proceed down the Kzosan Highway for ten minutes, before it was lost behind the curve of the remaining section of the Estran Wall. Beyond was an enormous stretch of wetland, and beyond that, a hundred miles away, was Haugenstadt, the last major Sovan city before Casimir.

He sighed to himself, not only for the absence of Renata, whom he missed much more keenly than he dared let on, but because of the extra burden that now fell on his shoulders. His greatest value to the task force was his relationship with the Empress, of that he was in no doubt; and without that connexion, he privately thought that it would never have been assembled – or rather, would have been assembled without the patronage of House Haugenate.

But it was not only that. Even though the memories had faded like an old dream, his experience of the afterlife and the murder of Gagnier at the hands of the Knackerman had…

Well, it terrified him.

Lines of enemy soldiers, bluecoats, whitecoats, even Kasar, those ferocious beasts of war whom he had seen decapitate Sovans with their claws, he could stand his ground against. But the incomprehensible horror of Limbo? Of the City of Sleep? Nothing had unmanned him quite so profoundly before. It had filled him with a sense of quiet, horrified urgency, to the point where he slept with a lantern lit – and even then, poorly. These were things no mortal mind was designed to comprehend.

The evening was getting on, and Sova was busy. He picked his way through the crowded streets. As he crossed over the junction of the Creus Road and the Saint Slavka the Martyr Highway, a lad offered him a newssheet, which he accepted for a goldmark bit. The headline read:

!SENATOR BOKORI MURDERED!

!COUNTESS OF OSTHALDE SLAIN IN GHASTLY RITUAL!

!METROPOLITAN CONSTABULARY POINTS FINGER AT NEMANS!

“Bloody Hell,” he muttered. “That didn’t take long.”

He got a cab, for the journey was another few miles. They deposited him at the South Battery, and there, in the shadow of half a dozen Sovan men-o’-war, he purchased the last pair of Qareshian sweet buns from a street vendor catching the dinnertime crowd from the Royal Naval College. From there he made his way to Ozolinsh’s suite in the Royal Naval Hospital. It was a large chamber, with decent-sized windows looking out over the South Naval Yards.

“Hullo,” he said as he entered, his nose wrinkling at the strong smell of carbolic acid, which even the cool breeze from the open window was powerless against.

“Good timing,” Ozolinsh muttered, not taking her gaze from out the window.

“Oh?” he asked, walking over and sitting down next to her.

“Aye. Freshly washed and changed like an infant.”

“Here. I got you a bun.”

She turned and looked at the proffered pastry.

“I’m not hungry,” she said, and turned back.

“Suit yourself.”

They sat in silence for a minute or so.

“Are you nearly finished with that? I cannot hear myself think above your infernal chewing.”

“Nearly,” Lyzander replied, unfazed.

Another minute of silence passed. Ozolinsh turned to regard him.

“Give me that,” she said quietly, and Lyzander wordlessly passed her the bun. “She’s gone then, has she?”

“Mm.”

“And Peter?”

“With Olwin, aye.”

“And Zénaïde gone as well.”

A third silence seized the chamber as they both ruminated on their broken nightmares of Gagnier’s ghastly decapitation.

“It’ll be just you and Yelena left soon,” Ozolinsh murmured through her mouthful.

“And Glaser.”

“Aye.”

“What do you mean by that, anyway?”

“You know exactly what I mean.”

“I thought the quinolone preparations were helping?”

“Aye, for now. But if it’s not my kidneys, it’ll be sores. Here,” she added, tossing the blanket aside. “Rub my calves for me, would you?”

He stood and rolled up his sleeves. “Are they giving you grief? I thought you couldn’t feel anything from the waist down.”

“I would give anything not to feel them,” Ozolinsh muttered bitterly. “I get pain constantly, all up the sides of them, as though they were aflame.”

Lyzander began kneading them with his thumbs. “So you can feel this?”

“Well, no, not that. But it does alleviate some of the discomfort.”

“What a wretched affliction.”

“Aye. Could be worse, though. Could have killed me.” She nodded her head to the paper sticking out of Lyzander’s back pocket. “What’s that?”

“Oh, here,” he said, handing it to her.

“Bloody hell,” she said as she read it. “News travels fast. This is in response to the slaying of Cardinal Tchida?”

“Seems to be.”

Ozolinsh tutted. “I don’t like it. This feels like the beginning of something.”

“That’s what Renata said, or near as damn it.”

There was a knock at the door, and they both turned. Lyzander’s hand went to his waist, where a knife was sheathed in his belt.

“Who’s there?” he asked.

“It’s Emmanuel.”

Ozolinsh and Lyzander exchanged a brief look; then Lyzander walked to the door and opened it. Bosko pushed past him into the chamber. The old man looked flustered.

“So you’ve seen,” he said, nodding to the paper Ozolinsh held. Lyzander closed the door behind him.

“What? The news about Senator Bokori?” Ozolinsh asked.

“Indeed,” Bosko said. Both his voice and expression were grim. “Something strange is happening in the city. Stranger yet is the fact that I know very little about it.”

“What’s going on?” Lyzander asked.

“Rumours,” Bosko said. “Rumours of Colonel Atanasov having failed to contain Lamprecht von Oldenburg in the north; of madness spreading in the city. Of a brewing conflict between the Nemanists and some new prospect, new factor, new agent who is making his presence known.”

“You don’t think…” Ozolinsh started, looking at the newssheet, and then back to Bosko. “You don’t think he came back? How could he have? He’s the most wanted man in the Empire.”

“Madam, I don’t know what to think at the moment. And that is what vexes me the most. There are things that I know, and there are things that I know I don’t know. But this… this is an unknown unknown. A true blind spot. Something without warning or precedent – at least in the course of my career.”

They stood in silence for a moment.

“Was there something you wanted?” Lyzander asked.

“Yes. I realise it’s late, but I want you to look at something in the watch-house morgue for me,” Bosko said.

“Right now?”

“Right now. Are you able to move, Azura? To be transported, I should say.”

“Frankly, Emmanuel, I would do almost anything to be out of this chamber. My legs will not let me sleep in any event. The nurses might try to stop me.”

“It is not their business to stop you. It is a hospital, not a prison.”

“Could have fooled me.”

“Head to the watch house. Ask to see the bodies of Cardinal Tchida and Senator Bokori. The constables are expecting you.”

“You are not coming?”

“No. I have matters to attend to. Come and see me in my office afterwards, in Victorygate Prison. Tell me what you see – markings, if any, on either body.”

“All right.”

Bosko headed for the door, then paused on the threshold. “You speak Draedic, don’t you, Ms Ozolinsh?”

“A little. Why?”

“Vorantaj dioj. What does it mean?”

“Eating… devouring. Gods. Devouring gods.”

Bosko nodded to himself. “Hm. That’s what I thought,” he said darkly, and left.
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The evening wore on. They hired a wherry from the South Naval Yards that took them up through the city’s central business and government district, filled with enormous grey civic fastnesses, pillared and baroque and imposing – the Bank of Sova, the Admiralty, the Stocks, Jade and North Sea Exchanges, the Imperial Palace and the Board of Trade – and debarked at the Creus Road wharf. Here the Temple of Nema Victoria rose enormously into the darkening sky. It was not a place of comfort and worship, but rather had taken on an aspect of foreboding – and it was only partly to do with the murder of Tchida.

“How are you feeling?” Lyzander asked as he and the wherryman finished carrying Ozolinsh’s wheelchair up the embankment steps.

“Annoyed,” Ozolinsh grunted, hunching in the chair as though she were trying to lose herself in her duster. “Annoyed that I must be carted from pillar to post like a newborn and annoyed that every bloody person in this city sees fit to stare at me as though I belonged in a circus.”

Lyzander nodded sympathetically as he gripped the handles of her chair and began pushing her across the Creus Road. “Aye. I understand that. I would not like it either.”

“And I am,” Ozolinsh continued, “especially annoyed that I must ask you to take me to the nearest public privy.”

Lyzander’s brow furrowed a moment; then realisation struck. “Ah. Better still, I shall take you up to Blood Street. There will be physicians.”

“It is too far—”

“Nonsense. We shall be up late anyway.”

He pushed her briskly down the Creus Road, staring down anyone who dared to gawp.

“Please do not tell anybody,” Ozolinsh muttered.

“Who would I tell? ’Tis no one else’s concern.”

He pushed her on, weaving in and out of the path of carts and horses and donkeys and stagecoaches.

“You are a good friend, Joseph,” Ozolinsh said after a while.

“You would do the same for me.”

“I could not push you. You are too heavy.”

He snorted. “’Tis true; I am drinking too much in the capital.”

“There is much to drink about.”

“Oh, on that I agree. I think about… you know…”

“Aye.”

“… constantly.”

“It was a singular horror.”

“And one that achieved nothing.”

Ozolinsh shook her head. “No; Ms Rainer’s account was instructive.”

“You think so? All that talk of Aegraxes, the Herald, the… demon?”

“It is less daunting if you know the context.”

“You are undaunted?”

“I said less daunting. I am still very much daunted.”

They lapsed to silence.

“Sometimes I cannot bear the waiting. Sometimes I feel as though I would rather die and just have it done with. Be consumed and embrace oblivion,” Lyzander said after a while.

“Not me,” Ozolinsh replied.

“What terrifies me the most is that it has fallen to us to tackle the issue. That there is not some corps of specialists who have made the arcane their sole focus.”

“You are describing the Engineers.”

“Oh, come off it, Azura; simply because the Engineers are the custodians of what little lore remains does not make them experts. Zénaïde was your most accomplished practitioner and—”

“She got us to Limbo, did she not?”

“At the cost of her life. Though perhaps that is to be preferred—”

“For Nema’s sake, Joseph! Stop saying that!” Ozolinsh erupted. She twisted around in her chair. “You have the luxury of choice. Thanks to these blasted poxes, I am days from death at any time. What I would not give to switch places, to be walking down the Creus Road now prattling on about the luxury – for it is a luxury – of choosing the time and place of my death. To say nothing of the time and place to use the fucking privy!”

Lyzander wilted under the weight of his guilt. “I’m sorry, Azura,” he said. “I… I am sorry. I will not say it again.”

“If these events have taught me anything, ’tis that there is nothing sweeter than life,” Ozolinsh said quietly. “And I shall fight to keep mine.”
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They went to a physician’s practice on Blood Street, where Ozolinsh was able to be washed and changed, and then they visited the Senate House and Bokori’s chambers there, since they were in the area. It felt like a sensible investigative step, though they divined nothing. The city was tolling the ninth bell by the time they reached the watch house; there, they explained to the sheriff who they were and who had sent them.

“It’s not a pretty sight,” he said, grunting as he stood up from his desk. He was a grey-haired Southern Plainsman of indeterminate Dynasty.

“Trust me, we’ve seen much worse,” Lyzander replied.

The sheriff gave them a sidelong look. “Is that so?”

“Yes,” Lyzander replied.

“In the army, were you?”

“West Kovans.”

“What about you?” The sheriff nodded to Ozolinsh’s wheelchair. “Seen some action?”

“Port Gero,” Ozolinsh replied tersely.

The sheriff shrugged. “Come on then.”

He led them through the watch house and down several flights of stairs, the pair of them carrying Ozolinsh into the cooler underground levels. At the very bottom, opposite the constabulary archives, was the city morgue. To one side was a shelf of lavender sachets.

“Help yourselves. Might be a bit ripe; we’re not expecting an ice delivery until tomorrow.”

Lyzander was no stranger to death’s stench, but he hardly enjoyed it either – and with nothing to prove to anyone, he took one of the sachets and held it to his nose. Ozolinsh did the same.

The sheriff pushed open the door.

Inside was a surprisingly large white-tiled chamber, fifteen feet to a wall, lit and ventilated by several windows up at street level. Lining three sides were iron morgue drawers stacked five high. The smell was powerful.

The sheriff cast a practised eye over the rows of drawers until he found both Tchida’s and Bokori’s. The former was in a poor state, bloated and in an advanced stage of putrefaction; the latter, not a day old, was a little grey, but otherwise looked fairly normal.

“How long will you keep the cardinal for?” Lyzander asked as he looked at the corpse and its ghastly unhinged jaw.

“He is going in for cremation tomorrow.”

“Are there any suspects?”

“Not yet,” the sheriff said, and seemed to have no problem in admitting so.

“None whatever?”

The sheriff sighed. “No. Though of course, with Senator Bokori’s murder, matters have become somewhat more…”

“Politically sensitive?”

“You have a diplomat’s tongue.”

“In more ways than one,” Ozolinsh muttered, and Lyzander swatted her shoulder.

“What happened with Bokori?” Lyzander asked, moving over to the second drawer. The senator, apart from being obviously dead, did not look to be in a particularly bad state; that was until the sheriff tilted the woman’s chin back, revealing a slashed throat. In so doing, he expressed a tar-thick soup of brown blood.

“The killing blow,” he said, standing back and folding his arms.

“Not much of a mystery there,” Ozolinsh remarked.

“No. The real mystery is what was written with the blood.”

“What? What was written?”

“‘Nema Victoria’.”

There was a pause. “That is it?”

“What more were you expecting?”

“No, no, just that… Well, I’m not sure actually.”

“The writing around the corpse of the cardinal read ‘vorantaj dioj’, which I believe is ‘devouring gods’ in Draedic, according to a native speaker in the watch house.”

“’Tis,” Ozolinsh said, looking briefly at Lyzander.

“The much stranger of the two messages if you ask me,” the sheriff said.

“No one is going to argue with that,” Lyzander said absently. “And so the natural conclusion is that this is some sort of conflict between the Neman Church and… what, the Senate?”

“Seems that way. Or it’s certainly supposed to seem that way. My investigators are struck by the similarity of both slayings – the messages written in blood.”

“What, you think the same person did it?”

“It’s a possibility. Or the second murderer was seeking to copy the first. Tit-for-tat.”

“I know the government and the church like to bicker frequently in the Senate,” Ozolinsh said, peering closely at the body of Bokori. “But out-and-out murder? And in such gruesome ways? There must be more to it than petty politicking.”

“For what it is worth, madam, I agree with you,” the sheriff replied. “But you’ve not got to go far back in Sova’s history to find religious strife. My great-grandfather was burnt at the stake for Conformism.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Lyzander said slightly awkwardly.

“’Tis no matter. He got my great-grandmother pregnant before. That’s the important thing.”

“We were asked to examine the corpses for any markings,” Ozolinsh said.

“There is only one,” the sheriff said, pulling up Bokori’s shirt over her hip. “I assume you mean unnatural markings.”

“We do,” Ozolinsh murmured, examining the burnt skin. “This is a brand.”

“’Tis.”

“A fresh one.”

“Aye.”

“That looks a lot like the markings Yelena showed us,” Lyzander said uneasily. “Back when she showed us anything,” he grumbled in addendum.

Ozolinsh looked up at him. “You don’t think—”

“Let us not speculate yet. And let us certainly not speculate here.” He turned to the sheriff. “Could we copy this down?”

“Certainly. I shall fetch you some charcoal and paper.”

They stared at the corpses as the sheriff bustled off.

“Nema, Joseph. I don’t like this. I don’t like this one bit.”

“What’s to like?” Lyzander replied, and they stood in silence, waiting for the sheriff to return.

[image: ]
They transcribed the brand and made their way back upstairs, and then out of the watch house entirely. It was now late at night, and the streets were dark and cool. The sheriff accompanied them to the nearby Miran Bridge. There they stood watching the ink-black waters of the Sauber flow past. On either side, wherries, barges, cat- and packet boats bobbed in their moorings.

“What is the next stage in your investigation?” Lyzander asked.

The sheriff gripped the iron balustrade of the bridge, careful to avoid the rusted sections where the red and white paint was flaking off. “No one saw anything. In both cases. No witnesses.” He shook his head. “Nothing. No one has come forward with any information whatever. And for all the Privy Council and church seek to put pressure on me, I cannot magick evidence up out of nothing.”

“Perhaps that is precisely what they do want you to do,” Ozolinsh muttered darkly.

The sheriff pretended not to hear her.

“What about Bokori’s association with Count von Oldenburg? They were both part of the Palatinate of Nordenkova, no?” Lyzander asked.

“Aye,” the sheriff said, and sucked his teeth. “It’s possible there’s a connexion, especially since the count was disavowed. But speculating leads to a near-infinite number of possibilities – including the possibility that the two killings are unrelated.”

“I thought it was the watch house that was treating the matters as connected?” Ozolinsh asked.

“The newsmen said that. I didn’t.”

“What? How can they do that?”

“They exist to sell newspapers, not tell the truth.”

They basked in this truism for another minute or so, and then Lyzander and Ozolinsh each clasped the sheriff’s forearm.

“Will you keep us updated?” Lyzander asked.

“You’re welcome to come and ask for updates. I’ll not send them out.” The sheriff examined the waters of the Sauber for a few moments. “Something will turn up. Whoever did this – be it a solitary lunatic or some secret cult or confederation – they were trying to make a point. And those trying to send messages do not loiter in the shadows for long.” His eyes traced the path of a coal barge down the river, lit by lanterns and manned by enormous burly wolfmen stained black with dust. “Mark my words, the perpetrators will be speaking of this openly in the coming weeks. Without fear of reprisal.”

“That’s a rather extraordinary prediction,” Lyzander said.

But the sheriff simply looked weary. “Not if you know Sova like I do,” he said. He nodded to them both. “Good night,” he said, and walked back to the watch house.
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With the night closing in and Ozolinsh utterly exhausted and sickening, they decided to make their way back to the Royal Naval Hospital, and flagged down a cab to that end. As it carried them down the Veleurian Road, Ozolinsh said, “You know, I fell for Renata too.”

“What do you mean?”

“What do you think I mean?”

Lyzander chuckled. “I did not know you were so inclined.”

“Well. I am,” Ozolinsh replied. “But she is not, so it makes no difference.”

“No, I suppose not. Still, unrequited love is—”

“Love! Who said anything about love?”

He chuckled again. “Lust, then.”

“Aye, that’s more the word for it. Give me a pretty face and a decent bust any day of the week.”

Lyzander paused, thinking back to the time they had all spent together. “Truly, I had no idea.”

Ozolinsh shrugged. “I told no one, so how could you have?”

“Well, there is that.”

They sat in silence for a moment.

“You are lucky to have her.”

“I agree.”

“She is a rare creature.”

“I agree with that, too.”

“She is serious, though. To the point of sourness.”

Lyzander tsked. “That is not fair. She was very close to Amara. Her half-sister’s death has affected her profoundly. Besides, she is wonderfully wry. She is capable of great levity. It is not her fault it is all being crushed out of her by…” He gestured broadly around him.

“Aye,” Ozolinsh said gloomily.

“How are you feeling?” Lyzander asked her after a little while.

“Like hot dogshit.”

“We shall be at the RNH soon—” He stopped.

“What? What is it?”

“Shh!” Lyzander hissed. “There. Look.”

He pointed to the row of embassies which ran down the Veleurian Road. There, hustling down the pavement, head bent into the night, was Tesařik.

“Where is she going, I wonder?” Ozolinsh murmured. She turned; the Engineers’ HQ was not too far behind them.

“I’m going to follow her.”

“Gods, Joseph. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Bosko will keep till morning.”

“The last man he sent in to infiltrate—”

“I know. Ended up mad.”

“And shot.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“It may not be your choice.”

But Lyzander’s mind was made up. “You will be all right getting to the hospital yourself?”

“Yes, yes,” Ozolinsh muttered. “Joseph, please—”

“See you on the morrow.”

“I certainly hope so.”

Lyzander exited the side of the cab and landed in the street, narrowly avoiding an enormous pile of horseshit. He waited until Tesařik had turned the corner east onto the Petran Highway, and then darted after her, crossing over the Petran Bridge in her wake. He loitered on the corner there; then watched her turn down the Aleksandra the Valiant Highway, the main road south out of the old city.

“Hellfire, where are you going?” he muttered to himself.

He turned onto the southern highway. Here were dozens of regimental banners draped from street lamps, fluttering in the cold night wind. He followed her down it fifty yards behind, keeping Guardsmen’s Barracks on his right and thereafter the enormous green stretch of the Nastjan Fields artillery ground. Ahead, the mediaeval fastness of Victorygate loomed.

Tesařik darted into the mess of urban overspill known as Regentsdorf. This was not the Sova of the Old City, full of grand government buildings and well-heeled closures filled with brick merchant houses and the palatial manses of the equestrian class. Here was urban motley, a vast aggregation of houses and shanties, where vermin grew fat on the open street drains and where one was just as like to trip over a beggar as a wild pig. Lyzander’s hand went idly to the knife he kept strapped about his waist; robbery was the greatest threat now – that or an explosion from an illegal brandy still.

Tesařik hurried through the broad and almost entirely empty open fields of the Victorygate Getreidemarkt. Here Lyzander moved past a group of Imperial grain stocks purchasers who bought up whatever was left at the end of the trading day to fill the city’s emergency reserve and artificially buoy the market prices; then, after another ten minutes, found himself at the junction of the Poor Kings’ Bridge and an unmarked old towpath running south-east along the unembanked distributary of the Sauber. Here, finally, Tesařik paused, and Lyzander ducked into a nearby doorway. He watched from this vantage point as she entered an old tenement building, a surprisingly robust horseshoe-shaped structure of brown brick four storeys tall.

He waited outside for a long time – an hour at least in the darkness – wondering what his plan was. The Magpie Alley Society after all was a collection of Conformists, pagans and other “undesirables”, as Tesařik herself described them. She had been at pains to keep them separate from the arcane task force, and Lyzander knew that she feared Imperial interference, perhaps even more so than the Vorr. On its face it seemed absurd, given the cost of failure; but now that he had personally experienced a séance, and been to Limbo, he understood it more. There was a curious quality to the afterlife. Whilst there, it felt horrifying and overwhelming, incomprehensible and bleak. But in the cold light of day on the mortal plane, it felt… dreamlike, robbed of urgency, and at times curiously unthreatening. It was the only thing that was allowing these mortal intrigues to continue. Had the human experience of the afterlife achieved anything of clarity, they would have been able to unify the world to the task.

He was about to give up and go home, resolved to visit another time, or have another one of Bosko’s spies visit – hell, or a whole company of soldiers – when Tesařik exited the building. His brow furrowed; there had been no hint of occupancy, no light from within, no sound or movement. He might have sworn she was the only one present. Perhaps this was not even the Magpie Alley Society; perhaps it was simply Tesařik’s personal apartment. After all, it was late. Was she not more likely to have simply come home?

He dithered for a little while longer, but eventually resolved to take a look. And if he was caught, he would simply claim that he had been searching for her to ask her about the ideogrammic brand on Bokori.

He stole across the crunchy sun-dried grass and pushed open the front door. Beyond was a sizeable atrium ringed by stairs leading all the way up to the fourth floor. It smelt damp, and was in places overgrown.

He moved around the atrium methodically, but it very quickly became clear from the accumulated mould and dust that the vast majority of the building had lain undisturbed for some time. Indeed, he could follow Tesařik’s footprints leading up to the top floor.

He paused on the stairs, head cocked. He had heard something – a scream? But distant. Likely a robbery in Regentsdorf.

Something told him it wasn’t.

“Come on,” he muttered, steeling himself. He was going to have to take some risks. One quick look, and then he would leave.

He mounted the staircase and paused at the threshold of the uppermost door, where the footprints terminated. The edges seemed to radiate dark, ethereal energies. It was naturally locked, but it was not particularly sturdy, and after trying the handle a few times, he simply kicked it open.

He stood at the threshold for a long time, casting his eyes over the room’s contents.

“Good gods,” he whispered.







XIII

The House of Casimir

“The art of diplomacy is to very gently, very kindly, very sincerely press a rope into the hands of your enemies and insist, most politely, that he hang himself with it.”

MANAGOLD’S THE GLASS SABRE
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Vukovskoville

PRINCIPALITY OF CASIMIR

The journey across the Casimiran countryside took a week. It was a beautiful part of the world. Like much of the Prinzpatriate of Mirja, it was made up of enormous rolling wildflower plains – where the land had not been cultivated by peasant farmers – dotted with small, rustic villages of whitewashed adobe houses where children chased chickens and rode donkeys and steppe ponies.

Vukovskoville itself was a mediaeval walled fortress city sitting in a meagre range of grey mountains. There they were welcomed by a delegation from the Casimiran army garrison, wined and dined as though they were all old friends, and then, the following morning, embarked on large stately barges to take them down the South River Kova.

Renata stood at the stern and watched endless vineyards flow past. In the distance, the enormous Monts de la Garde range reared into the sky, snowcapped grey peaks which provided a natural barrier to Casimir’s famously beautiful capital city, Iliyanabourg.

“Do you think it is even possible?”

She turned to see Peter Kleist standing next to her. He had taken to wearing a large black duster with the collar pulled up to his cheekbones and a broad-brimmed hat that he pulled down tight over his head to eyebrow level. The effect was completed by a pair of tinted eyeglasses and an increasingly unruly blonde beard. So presented, he looked utterly enigmatic and, were it not for the aura of unease which he projected, somewhat ridiculous. But the scars on his face were large and unsightly, drew attention and invited questions, which the man was sick of. Renata could hardly blame him for trying to disappear.

“What do you mean?” she replied. Behind him, loitering by the starboard rail, was his companion and lover – and, Renata suspected, life guard – Olwin.

Kleist shifted uncomfortably, his left arm now almost completely rigid from the mid-bicep down. He had stuffed the hand into his left duster pocket as though it were a prosthesis. He had to have been abominably hot – although perhaps not, since he was missing much of his viscera.

“To stop it. Whatever is happening. The Vorr.”

Renata considered the question for a few moments. “If they were imprisoned once, they can be imprisoned again.”

Peter nodded. “I hope you are right.”

“You know what it is you must do?”

He nodded again. “Find the blade. Bring it back to Sova. See what other cosmic secrets can be yielded up from the Kato.”

“When you get back to Sova, do not let Yelena have it. Seek out Joseph and Azura in the first instance. Even Bosko or Glaser will do. I will speak to the Stygion about the blade – and my visions.” She looked ahead, as though she might be able to see Iliyanabourg through the distant mountains. “Peter, I… We do not know each other very well, but I just wanted you to know that… Well, I wish you the very best of luck. And I am sorry that this happened to you. Whatever the true nature of it is, I hope… well, I hope it can be cured.”

Peter glanced at her, smiling briefly, awkwardly. “Thank you.” It seemed as though he were going to stop there, but added, “For my own part, I am sorry about your sister. And I wish you good luck in Iliyanabourg, too. And with the Stygion.”

Renata nodded and put a hand on his shoulder. She turned, and exchanged a brief nod with Olwin.

“Well then. I shall prepare for our arrival.”

And with that, she went below deck.
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Iliyanabourg truly was a beautiful city.

The Monts de la Garde parted to allow for the passage of the enormous South River Kova, and nestled in the weather side of the range was the capital of Casimir. It was set on a natural plateau, the old walled city several miles across, with a large majority of its buildings rendered from limestone painted in bright colours and smothered in climbing ivy. Between them sat beautiful hanging gardens, which immediately put Renata in mind of the same in Port Talaka, and she wondered idly why no one in Sova had thought to do the same. Sova was so grey and oppressive by comparison.

Sections of the mediaeval wall had been converted to modern artillery batteries, whilst further down the slope towards the Kova river basin was an enormous star fort, one of the first and largest of its kind. Vast tracts of the rich volcanic soil were given over to vineyards, so that the foothills of the Monts de la Garde looked like a green patchwork quilt.

Urban spillover from Iliyanabourg continued for several miles east, as though the city were an enormous limestone rockslide, whilst the Kova river basin was a broad, fecund valley of old-growth forest, richly irrigated by the rain trapped by the mountains. It was split into uneven segments by broad paved highways, as well as the river itself and its distributaries. In and amongst the forests and fields lay villages and towns parasitic upon the capital.

They were rowed downriver until it broadened out significantly. It was crisp, cold snowmelt, much clearer than the Sauber; Casimir, it seemed, had not yet roused itself to the great task of industrialisation – a strategic misstep in the eyes of history – and its waters were free from sludge and iridescence.

This part of the city was crowded with bridges, and those bridges were crowded with houses. People gathered excitedly at the balustrades and windows and balconies to watch the barge progress. Some waved, but plenty were shouting and gesturing rudely. The Sovans, generally a less effusive, less gregarious people, looked uncomfortable under the weight of attention.

Eventually the royal barge came to a stop at a broad pier, where a sizeable honour guard of bluecoats stood waiting.

“Here we go then,” von Brandt said as the boat bumped into the pier and was secured. A martial band quickly struck up the Sovan Imperial anthem, and several dignitaries, including a Conformist priest, moved forward to receive them.

“Bienvenue à Iliyanabourg, Monsieur le Secrétaire,” a woman in an elegant pink summer dress of glazed cotton said, stepping forward. She was strikingly beautiful, tall, and with a head of thick, wavy dark hair. About her neck hung an enamelled gorget bearing the Casimiran device – on one half a posy of coquelicots against a blue background, and on the other the white star of Savare over black, centred with a bull’s head. “I am la Secrétaire des Affaires Étrangères; Madame la Marquise de Reussbourg, Émilie Barbier.”

“My lady,” von Brandt said, his Saxan sounding positively guttural by comparison. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. This is His Excellency Ambassador Faron Augustin, whom you will of course remember; and this is Her Excellency Ambassador Renata Rainer, to the Stygion.”

“Monsieur, madame,” Barbier said. Next to her, two more people shuffled forward. The first was a saturnine gentleman who could have been Barbier’s brother. “Monsieur l’Ambassadeur Le Comte Amaury Desrosiers,” the Foreign Secretary said. “Whom you will of course remember.”

They all shared a muted chuckle; both ambassadors had been expelled at the commencement of hostilities between Sova and Casimir, and though everybody present was a professional, the scope for awkwardness was broad.

“And this is Monsieur l’Ambassadeur Adjoint Ludovic Travert,” Barbier continued, indicating a younger red-headed gentleman next to him. The man bowed at the waist.

“Shall we—” von Brandt began, but was interrupted.

“And this is le Révérend Père Philémon Planche,” Barbier said, concluding the introductions with the Conformist priest.

Renata stiffened. Von Brandt rankled. “Yes, well. Good day to you.”

“Père Philémon would be honoured to lead us in a brief prayer,” Barbier said, not taking her eyes from von Brandt’s. Renata fancied they were slightly narrowed in challenge.

The Sovan Foreign Secretary looked as though, to the palpable anxiety of the assembled diplomatic mission still embarked on the royal barge, he were going to simply refuse – or worse, angrily remonstrate with his opposite number. Instead, he smiled.

“We are here in Iliyanabourg, are we not?” He gestured to the priest. “We should be happy to hear your prayer. Of course we will not be partaking,” he added, again with a broad smile.

Barbier regarded him for a moment, a faint smile on her own lips. She nodded as though this had been some silly test, or perhaps something more sinister – a deliberate provocation, designed to get everything off on the wrong foot. “Of course,” she said. Then she muttered, “Faites vite,” to the priest.

They endured a few minutes of heresy, and then were led to a set of waiting coaches. Renata turned briefly, to see Peter and Olwin sneaking along the embankment in the direction of a commercial wharf further downriver. Like Lyzander, she doubted she would ever see them again, and felt as though the moment should have been marked somehow. But, try as she might, she could not catch his eye, and they were soon lost in the afternoon crowds.

“This way, please,” Barbier said, gesturing to the coaches. “We shall take you to your lodgings, give you a chance to rest and relax and prepare for this evening’s dinner.”

They boarded the coaches and were taken through the streets. Renata sat with von Brandt; Augustin sat with the other senior diplomats.

“A pox on these bloody Conformists,” the Foreign Secretary muttered as he looked out of the window at the impressive architecture of Iliyanabourg. His expression curdled as they passed the enormous edifice of le Temple de l’Affirmation Divine de Savare. “Not a deer’s head in sight. And what that nonsense with the priest on the pier was, I do not know.”

“Some sort of test, I suppose,” Renata murmured. She felt very much out of her depth in Iliyanabourg. Everybody here from Prince Casimir himself to the lowliest commonfolk was an enemy, both geopolitically and spiritually. And whilst the former was not true in a strict sense – they had signed the Treaty of Kalegosfort after all – the latter was a matter of fact. After that cackhanded display of defiance on the River Kova, convincing these people of the righteousness of Victorianism was going to be an uphill struggle.

“I daresay you are right,” von Brandt replied. He was unable to hold back a sneer as they passed a gaggle of Conformist holy men. “I know not the precise nature of your role here, Madam Ambassador, but if it is at least in part to assert the supremacy of Nema the God Mother, I believe you are going to struggle.”

Renata snorted bitterly. “You read my mind, Mr Secretary.”

They were taken to Château du Loup – an ostentatious mansion that would have shamed many of the residences on the Summit of the Prefects – the home of the Marquis de l’Île aux Baleines. It was set in pleasant gardens, with the striking backdrop of the Monts de la Garde, and Renata saw that the grounds backed onto a precipitous escarpment which itself oversaw a foaming waterfall and South Kova tributary.

A small army of footmen, powdered and bewigged, scurried out of the château to collect the substantial baggage the Sovans had brought, though the various diplomats could and would not be relieved of their diplomatic bags and attaché cases. Then they were led to their rooms, and thirty minutes later Renata found herself relaxing in a hot, lavender-scented bath in a state room twice the size of her entire apartment. After she had washed away the grime and fatigue of the journey, she dressed, poured a glass of wine from the bottle which had been left for her as a welcome gift, and examined her papers ahead of the dinner. Even in her limited experience as Maruska’s deputy, she knew that these allegedly informal meals were where the real business of diplomacy was conducted, and that von Brandt would be expected to lay out their hand.

Eventually she was summoned, and was taken to join von Brandt and Augustin outside the château. They stood resplendent in formal evening wear, both wearing velvet coats and waistcoats, knee breeches, linen shirts and silk stockings, capes and bicorns. Von Brandt also wore a sash of red, yellow and blue – the Imperial Haugenate colours – whilst Augustin had pinned to his chest a bevy of medals as a veteran of several battles.

“My goodness, Ms Rainer, you look resplendent,” von Brandt said. She herself had donned the only evening gown she owned – and was privately dreading the possibility of a second night of formal dinner – an elegant dress in pale pink jacquard satin, and long silk gloves that came up to her elbows.

“Thank you,” she said awkwardly. She was not used to formal eveningwear, with Maruska having never attempted to ingratiate the Stygion desk with the rest of the Imperial Office, and had attended more formal dinners on Amara’s arm at the University of Sova than as a member of the government.

They climbed into the waiting carriage, and were taken briskly to the Palais de Casimir. Renata marvelled at the extravagant palace as they approached.

“So this is the home of the Prince of Casimir himself?” she asked.

“Not that he holds any real authority,” von Brandt muttered.

“What happened?” Renata asked.

“The House of Kòvosk wrecked it all. Revolutionaries, seizing power, outlawing the monarchy, secularising the government. Casimir was able to win back the throne – and the principality with it – after a twenty-year interregnum, but they were never able to claw back any real authority.”

“It makes the restoration of Zelenka Haugenate doubly strange,” Renata murmured after a few moments’ thought. “With so much revolutionary sentiment just across the border, one would think the Sovan commonfolk would feel much the same way.”

Von Brandt chuckled. “Oh, Madam Ambassador, they do.” He chuckled again darkly. “They do.”

The extensive grounds swirled with dignitaries and hangers-on, many of them wearing large powdered wigs coiffed into extravagant and, to Renata’s Sovan sensibilities, ridiculous styles. They wore court coats, a cut which in Sova had fallen out of fashion for men several decades prior, and all of their stockings and sleeves were tied with large silk bows. It was a show of defiance in a nation slowly falling out of love with its nobility.

“Monsieur le Secrétaire!” called out a familiar voice, and they turned to see the Casimiran ambassador, the Comte Desrosiers, approaching.

“Good evening,” von Brandt said.

“Au nom de Mère Nema, madame, you look delectable,” Desrosiers said, taking a step back and making a point of looking Renata up and down.

“Ambassador,” she said tightly.

Desrosier’s face fell briefly. “Monsieur l’Ambassadeur,” he chided, affecting wryness but clearly slightly irritated.

“Oh, my apologies,” Renata said, already tired of this silly courtly dancing.

“Ambassador Rainer’s expertise is with the Stygion,” von Brandt said by way of explanation.

“Ah, les hommes poissons,” Desrosiers said, wincing in understanding as though this were some mental affliction. “You must speak with Capitaine Boucher. She has… shall we say, beaucoup d’expérience with them off Port Jacqueline.” He briefly mimicked someone firing a cannon, and then laughed. “Come! Dinner will begin very shortly. The night is young, but there are sixteen courses, yes?” He laughed again. “This way, monsieur et madame, s’il vous plaît.”
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They were taken to a great hall where an enormous table with seating for a hundred guests was laid. The room was hot from hundreds of lit candles, and filled with an incredible volume of shouted conversation. This was not to be a calm, staid state dinner; this was going to be an exuberant affair.

They were shown to their seats at the head of the table. Renata noticed that the women wore scandalously low-cut dresses, some so low as to expose areolas, whilst the men sported bulging codpieces – or even, she noticed, copper phalluses. Plenty were ruddy-cheeked already, and table occupants fawned over one another as though the meal were a prelude to an orgy rather than a formal state dinner.

Eventually a glass was tapped, and the room fell silent. Renata had been placed near the head of the table with von Brandt and Augustin, as well as their Casimiran opposite numbers, and a substantial army and navy contingent. Other Sovan functionaries had been interspersed throughout. Also of note was the sizeable Kasari showing, all of them clad in ostentatiously Sudreik colours, as well as several Conformist shamans who had forgone summer jackets and court dresses entirely in favour of absurd pseudo-pagan robes.

“Mesdames et messieurs!” Barbier said, addressing the room. “Ce soir, nous ne nous réunissons pas en ennemis sur le champ de bataille, mais en amis autour d’une table.”

“Tonight we gather not as enemies on the battlefield but as friends around the dinner table,” Augustin murmured quietly in Renata’s right ear as they both joined in the applause.

“Nous célébrons le début d’une ère de coopération entre nos peuples, le règlement d’anciennes revendications territoriales et la reconnaissance de nouveaux territoires. Et maintenant… que le vin coule à flot!”

There went up a great cheer and a second round of applause at this parting remark, and everyone raised their glasses and drank heartily.

“The usual nonsense about settling territorial claims and getting drunk,” Augustin quickly clarified before silence could reassert itself. Now von Brandt stood, and the atmosphere quickly changed from rambunctious to pensive.

“Good evening, distinguished guests,” he said in Saxan. “Thank you for hosting us here in the Palace of Casimir. I look forward to reaffirming our mutual commitment to the Treaty of Kalegosfort, as well as further fruitful discussions on our great empires’ respective territorial claims across the continent and beyond, so that we may together face the great challenges that lay ahead.”

There answered a polite smattering of applause.

“And to getting pissed,” Renata added in Augustin’s ear, causing the ambassador to snort-laugh.

Von Brandt took his seat, and the meal began. From a large set of double doors appeared a long line of waiters, who brought out steaming platters of poached eels – peasant food in Sova, thanks to their abundance in the Sauber, though these ones had been delicately prepared.

“So,” a man in an impressive martial uniform said opposite and to the left of Renata. “We’re all here to… make nice.”

“General—” Augustin began.

“Général,” the man interrupted, emphasising the Kòvoskan pronunciation.

The Sovan ambassador paused a moment, offering a brief, faltering smile. “Général Moulin; I don’t believe you’ve had the pleasure of Ambassador Rainer’s acquaintance.”

Moulin looked her up and down briefly, muttering to the man to his right, “Pourquoi les femmes Sovanes sont-elles si pâles?”

“Parce que nous les avons saignées à sec sur le champ de bataille,” he replied, and they both laughed.

“Madame l’Ambassadeur,” Moulin said to her. “I hear you are the Sovan représentante to the Fils de Stygio.”

“Yes, that’s right,” she replied, flashing the man a smile that did not reach her eyes. “And you must be… Actually, I have not heard of you.”

“Your soldiers certainly have.”

“We ambassadors don’t have soldiers.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Moulin replied mildly. “We are all of us soldiers for our respective nations. It is just that some of us wield swords and some of us wield words.”

“A general and a philosopher. Sorry – général.”

There was a pause in which Moulin glowered; then his features softened, and he suddenly burst into laughter.

Renata shared a brief look with Augustin, affecting to be unimpressed, though she was secretly enjoying this verbal sparring. She would not admit it to anyone, but she was pleased to be out of Sova and the Corps of Engineers building, away from the task force and everything it represented.

“Tell me, then, what they are like? I have no experience of them, but I know Capitaine Boucher certainly does.” Moulin turned and waved somewhat sardonically at a woman clad in naval dress uniform several places down the table. She looked decidedly unimpressed, and returned to her conversation.

“So we have heard,” Renata replied. “I fear we would not have much to discuss; my business is not to make war on the Stygion. Rather the opposite.”

“Mm,” the general replied, forking a great roll of eel into his mouth. “Such beastly creatures. It is strange, is it not? We have a thousand miles of coastline with the Stygion Sea, and yet we have no ambassador of our own, no Door to the Sea, no bonnes relations whatever.”

“Yes, well. That tends to happen when you shoot them.”

Augustin, who had turned his attention to the diplomat to his right, now turned back sharply – apparently fearful that Renata’s bladed tongue was going to single-handedly undo the Treaty of Kalegosfort. He needn’t have worried. Moulin, who had commanded tens of thousands of men on the battlefield and who cared not one jot for the barbs of anyone, least of all a Sovan, simply chuckled.

“And yet ours is a natural boundary, is it not? We have not had to spend decades, and millions in goldmark and thousands of lives, to contrive a coastal possession simply to then” – he winked at her – “shoot them.”

Renata lapsed to silence. After all, the man was right; Sova had just as much Stygion blood on its hands. Its Jade Sea fleet whaled its waters, picked oysters and cockles from its shorelines, harpooned its herring dogs and sharks, and shot and stabbed its mer-men inhabitants with as much relish as anyone else. More so, even. Still, for the average Sovan, the Stygion presented more of an enigma than an enemy, a feature of pamphlet and satire, of bedtime stories and drawing-room rumour. For the Casimirs, they were a real and frequent feature of an extensive coastline, and the subject of great hatred and fear.

“Well. We shall soon all have to make common cause, however much historic enmity we must overlook,” she said eventually.

Now Moulin gave her a quizzical look. “You are not talking about these… curious goings-on in les dimensions sacrées, are you? If so, we have already had this nonsense from the Saekas.”

Renata considered her reply. Moulin was clearly not a man she was going to get anywhere with.

“Oh, no,” she said with affected brightness. “I was referring to a number of matters. Whale oil, the plague in the north, relations with the Stygion, and so on. We have a crowded agenda.”

Moulin immediately lost interest in the conversation. “Agenda,” he muttered, rolling his eyes. “The only relations with the Stygion I am keen to cultivate are frosty.”

“Any agronomist will tell you you cannot cultivate frosty ground.”

“Nor do I intend to.”

“Then I must congratulate you on your success in the… field.”

Next to her, Augustin, eavesdropping, snorted again.

“What’s funny?” Moulin demanded, his grasp of Saxan not strong enough for the pun.

“Oh, nothing,” Renata replied as the wait staff returned to take her plate of cold poached eel away.
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The evening wore on. The room grew dimmer as candles melted down to the nub, cheeks grew redder, conversation grew looser, and bellies grew fuller. The theme of the evening was very much fruits de mer; after the poached eel came turbot, trout, salmon, herring dog steak, braised flying fish, poached sturgeon, boiled lobster and crab, great pewter pots of oysters served with lemon and vinegar, and then, the pièce de résistance, an enormous white shark, spitted and roasted whole to the great delight of the hall’s occupants. It was wheeled in and filleted in the centre of the room, with the eyes, long roasted white, gifted to von Brandt. He accepted and ate them gamely, though it was clear they were revolting – and, judging by the steam the man exhaled, scalding hot.

The Foreign Secretary and Ambassador Augustin were engaged in increasingly aggressive conversation. As the Casimiran functionaries grew drunker on endless wine, the comments became sharper, bordering at times on reproach. They were all representatives, after all, of two nations who had been at war more than they had ever been at peace. And in spite of the sacrosanct diplomatic mandate that the Sovan representatives be treated respectfully, Renata began to tire of the endless barrages of barbs masquerading as jokes. In an age of honour and instant offence demanding fatal reparation, the night was quickly becoming fertile ground for challenge.

It came, however, from a place she was not expecting.

She had lapsed to silence, poking and prodding at her white shark steak. Next to her, Augustin and von Brandt had both long stopped drinking, their glasses sitting charged and untouched for the better part of an hour. It had become clear that nothing useful in diplomatic terms was going to be achieved that evening, and they were simply nodding along to half-heard and half-understood conversation in increasingly garbled Kòvoskan, waiting for the earliest possible opportunity to leave. It would not be for some time; there would be multiple dessert courses, digestifs, and the three of them at least would be expected to retire to a smoking room in the small hours of the morning.

That was until a great cry went up from somewhere in the centre of the hall. Everyone turned sharply to see one of the Sudreik Kasar standing; opposite him was a Sovan diplomatic officer from the Sanque desk, a young man whom Renata knew only by sight. He too now stood, spilling his wine. Renata saw around the man’s neck a Neman medallion, which he clutched in his left hand.

“Quel toupet,” Moulin muttered, disappointed. But whilst there was a general sense of dismay from the more senior functionaries, plenty in the hall were grinning with excitement at the prospect of conflict.

“What’s going on?” Renata asked Augustin.

“I’ve no idea, but looks to me like some sort of nonsense about Nemanism.”

A great shout went up from the guests at the drama’s epicentre. Renata was too far away to hear what was being said, though it was clear that hot words were being exchanged.

“What is this rot?” von Brandt snapped, standing. He strode over to where the junior diplomat stood glowering, and Renata watched, rather than heard, the Foreign Secretary angrily remonstrate with the man.

“There is nothing quite like religion to inflame the spirit,” Augustin muttered from next to her.

“Nothing quite like spirit to dull the senses,” Renata replied, deadpan.

Augustin smiled in spite of the situation. “Such a fine wit.”

“Oftentimes I am too quick for it,” Renata said, which drew another chortle from the ambassador.

“You are wasted in the basement of the Imperial Office,” he said.

Now they watched von Brandt walk back to where Barbier sat at the very head of the table.

“A challenge has been issued,” he said, his face thunder. “The bloody fools. Madame la Marquise, call your man off. I have already done so mine.”

It promised to be a welcomely anticlimactic end to not only the silliness, but the evening more broadly. However, Renata was astonished to see Barbier simply shrug insouciantly.

“If they want to fight, let them fight. It is not illegal here.”

“They are both drunk as sailors,” von Brandt hissed. “And we are here under diplomatic protection. For Nema’s sake, madame, call him off.”

“’Tis for Nema’s sake they fight, no?” Barbier replied; but seeing von Brandt’s severe expression, she sighed, and rolled her eyes. “I will call him off, Monsieur l’Ambassadeur – if he issued the challenge.”

Von Brandt gritted his teeth, and Renata knew in that moment that it had been the Sovan envoy who had challenged the wolfman.

“Extraordinary,” she muttered to Augustin as Barbier walked over to the pair and conversed in what looked to Renata to be quite accomplished Kasarsprek. She spoke Saxan to the Sovan; then she came back.

“There’s nothing I can do,” she said. “Your man issued the challenge, and the Kasar accepted.”

A great vulgar cheer went up from the assembled Casimirs. Von Brandt’s expression could have curdled milk.

“Madame, this must end. I cannot allow a member of the diplomatic legation to engage in this. I certainly cannot allow him to be killed.”

But Barbier looked utterly unaffected. She shrugged, her lower lip sticking out. “He might win.”

“Ms Barbier—”

“Madame la Marquise,” she corrected sharply.

Von Brandt opened his mouth, and then closed it again. His brow furrowed. “What is going on, Madame la Marquise?”

To everyone’s surprise, she replied, “I was rather hoping you might tell me.”

Again von Brandt was wrong-footed. He turned briefly to Augustin – even to Renata – but neither of them had any idea what was happening.

“I’m certain I haven’t the faintest idea, but this is most unprofessional.”

Barbier looked astonished. “Unprofessional?”

The hall had fallen silent. Renata felt distantly uncomfortable.

“Alors; let us go outside,” Barbier continued, gesturing to the doors. “I had not planned for any entertainments this evening, but it seems we shall have one anyway.”

[image: ]
Von Brandt continued to fume as the great hall emptied. The sense of morbid excitement was profoundly vulgar. Renata, who had always loathed duelling, was appalled, though Augustin was much more sanguine about the whole affair.

“It is neither illegal nor uncommon,” he said as the crowd spilt out into the palace grounds and the duellists-to-be were surrounded by gaggles of their respective countrymen. “And with pistols it is as fair as it can be.”

“We have been here not one day and already we stand to lose a man to violence. This goes against everything, every conceivable tenet of modern diplomatic practice that exists. Managold would be appalled.”

But she simply could not bestir Augustin to high emotion. “He is a private citizen challenging another private citizen on a matter of religious honour. Over the past year, how many tens of thousands of Sovans have fallen to Casimiran musketry? Besides, Managold was an enthusiastic duellist.”

Renata shook her head. “Something is wrong here. This is not how legations are supposed to behave.”

“We are not behaving like anything.” He gestured to the Sovan challenger. “Well, that dolt is. But ’tis our hosts who are encouraging matters.”

“But why?”

“Perhaps they are drunk and want a little spectacle. I have been ambassador to Casimir for the better part of a decade; there is little they love more than duelling. Come, Ms Rainer, chances are both will shoot to miss and we can go home to bed. I could count on one hand the number of contests I’ve seen with a fatal ending, and that is in five decades of public life.”

Renata eyed the duellists. The Sovan was a thin, dark-haired gentleman, a little on the shorter side, with fashionable mutton-chop sideburns. He was red-faced from inebriation, and perspiring – doubtless from overwrought nerves – and was holding his medallion and mouthing a constant silent prayer. Surrounding him was a cluster of men from the Casimir Office, helping him remove his jacket, offering words of encouragement. Someone had turned up a box of duelling pistols, and more Sovans were checking them for defects or sabotage.

On the Casimiran side was the Sudreik, a burly wolfman with one of the rarer Kasari colourings – fur the colour of straw, with black and brown splotches. He was significantly taller than his opponent, broad and muscular, and wore around his neck a Savaran star. Therein, of course, lay the problem.

“Let’s get on with it then,” Barbier said. Next to her stood Desrosiers. He gave Renata a brief but meaningful look, one which she failed to appreciate the significance of entirely.

The crowd stood back and the duellists were armed.

“This is fucking ridiculous,” Renata snapped, and stormed forward to shouts of anger and dismay. But she found a strong hand gripping her right bicep, foreclosing her advance.

“Get off me,” she snapped, expecting to see von Brandt or Augustin; instead, however, it was the Casimiran naval captain, Jeannette Boucher. “Oh,” Renata faltered.

“Let them hear it,” the captain said, her countenance urgent.

“What?”

She pulled Renata over to one side, away from Augustin, to where a large plant pot stood amongst a bed of poppies. “Let them hear it. The scream.”

Renata stared at Boucher. “How do you know?”

“Tu es l’ambassadeur des Fils de Stygio,” the captain muttered darkly. “I know. We have much to discuss.”

Renata shook her head. “We must stop this—”

“No. Trust me.”

“I absolutely do not trust you, Madam Capitaine.”

There was one last desperate entreaty from von Brandt, but there were few things in the world that inflamed passions more than the bifurcation of the Neman Church into Victorian and Conformist branches, and the duel was all but assured – especially in light of the monumental indifference from the Marquise de Reussbourg and her staff.

It was with a tacit nod from the latter that the thing began. The man and wolfman stood back to back and took ten paces; then turned sharply.

“Nema Victoria!” the Sovan shouted, and they both fired.

A gasp went up from the crowd, as well as several shrieks; and then a groan. The wolfman’s brains were blown out the back of his skull through a great smoking hole, and he dropped down stone dead. The Sovan stood completely untouched.

For a horrible, ghastly moment, Renata thought that the man was going to be mobbed. Then everyone’s attention was diverted by a sudden, discorporate scream of – to Renata, dismayingly familiar – aethereal proportions.

“Qu’est ce que c’était que ça?” several people shouted.

Whatever mischief had been in the offing, it was swiftly put paid to. The heady, intoxicating mixture of international diplomacy, alcohol and bloodsport yielded immediately to profound spiritual malaise; now everybody stood around in a frightened daze.

Renata turned immediately to Boucher, eyes wide. “You know,” she hissed.

“I do, but most do not.” She cast a meaningful glance at the marquise and ambassadors. “Or rather, will not listen.”

Renata gripped the woman’s forearms. “We have much to discuss.”

“Je suis d’accord, but not here.”

Renata turned, and watched as Casimirs forlornly dispersed, whilst others tended to the fresh corpse of the Sudreik. It was an ignominious end to the evening. At least, thank Nema Victoria and all the saints, the Sovan had been spared.

“Where, then?” she asked.

“I will come and find you tomorrow at the Ministère des Affaires Étrangères.”

Renata looked around to make sure there was no one eavesdropping, though the two of them had successfully hived off from the crowd.

“What’s going on? How was this allowed to happen?”

“I am not sure.”

“There is something strange happening. What are we not being told?”

“The same thing I am not being told, I suspect,” Boucher muttered. “Do not trust anyone. I will see you again soon.”

And with that, Renata’s most unexpected and unlikely ally of the evening disappeared off into the night.







XIV

Necropolis

“A bagful of gold is the diplomat’s best weapon. If you cannot buy your enemy with its contents, you can crack his skull with it.”

MANAGOLD’S THE THIRD WAY
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Port Jacqueline

PRINCIPALITY OF CASIMIR

Peter and Olwin hired a boat to take them down the South River Kova, leaving the Monts de la Garde to fade into the distance. After a day and a half of sailing, they reached Port Jacqueline, home of the Casimiran Serpentine fleet, and found an enormous, thriving merchant city almost as big as Iliyanabourg. Here was a vast metropolis of whitewashed structures with tiled roofs, streets thronging with pedlars, the air filled with the ringing of hammers and scrape of saws from the naval yards, the tolling of Conformist temple bells, the screech of ubiquitous gulls. All of this preceded the rich blue-green waters of the Jade Sea, stretching to the horizon, whipped to whitecaps by a strong westerly breeze. Overhead, bright white clouds scudded through a fresh blue sky, whilst in the water, men-o’-war shouldered their way through the brine, patrolling the coast. In other circumstances, such an impressive and expansive scene would have been invigorating; but Peter’s thoughts dwelt entirely on the Kato, and the advancement of the tree-man’s affliction – which was now just shy of his shoulder.

Before they had left Sova, they had been given a substantial bursary; now they put it to good use, paying not only for passage, but to avoid probing questions. Fortunately, Port Jacqueline was like any other port anywhere in the world; overstuffed with people looking to make money. And Olwin was not as rare a sight here, either. The Black Mountain confederations shared significant ancestry and cultural aesthetics with the Saekas, Casimir’s largest colonial possession, and the streets were filled with men and women in modern clothing but pagan tattoos.

They made their way down to the merchant wharf and bought passage on a brigantine, the Perrault; then, a few short hours later, found themselves in a corner of the hold, wedged in amongst barrels of wine, making their way north.

The journey took two days. At one point in the middle of the night they suffered some sort of Stygion attack, but by the time Peter and Olwin had awoken and made their way up to the deck, it was already over. A merchant had been pulled overboard, and according to the wide-eyed testimony of one of his fellows, who spoke haltingly over a tankard of grog, had been bitten in half by a great white. Whether it was true or sailor’s fancy, the man was never seen again.

They approached the south coast of Sanque on a grey, blustery morning and put in at Port Katie. It was a frequent joke amongst Sovan satirists and cartoonists that the Prince-Bishopric of Sanque was the beaten wife of Casimir. Frequently dismissed and abused by its imperial protector, Sanque continued to have pretensions as an independent global contender, though it could barely hold ground in the Alda River Valley against a ragtag mixture of Sovan colonials and their pagan confederates.

“What’s going on here?” Peter murmured as they approached the coast. The city was positively thronging with people, but not in the mercantile sense; rather, it seemed to be jammed up with refugees. The wharfs were crowded with commonfolk and their belongings, and many ships were sitting at anchor a few hundred yards out, unwilling to be mobbed.

“I don’t know,” Olwin replied, squinting. Behind Port Katie, the land rose up gradually, so that the country beyond was obscured by thickly forested hills.

The deck of the Perrault was crowded with hands now. Peter could see the captain signalling to the captain of another clipper in the bay.

“That’s a yellow jack,” said Peter, pointing.

Olwin shrugged. “What does mean?”

He sighed, and put a hand to his forehead, pinching his temples between thumb and middle finger. “Quarantine.”
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The captain would not put in, and they had to spend an exorbitant sum of money to get one of the sailors to row them in a tender. As they approached the shoreline, a mass of Sanques began to pour down onto the little beach that sat between the wharfs, and the sailor forced Peter and Olwin to disembark in frigid chest-high water and wade in.

A few of the Sanques tried to stop them from moving inland, but the vast majority were preoccupied with thrashing their way into the sea to try and climb onto the tender. Quite what they hoped to achieve was beyond Peter, but in the event the sailor was able to quickly row away, unmolested by the desperate townsfolk.

The air in Port Katie was filled with a dangerous sense of frenetic, unspent energy, and they did not linger. Peter asked a succession of people what was going on, but thanks to his natural aura of repugnance, his strange clothing and his pagan associate – to say nothing of the language barrier – he was unable to glean anything sensible from anyone. Notwithstanding, it was clear what had happened.

“The plague has spread,” he said to Olwin quietly.

“Jes.”

“I thought it was more or less done with.”

She shrugged.

They paid a local an insane price for a pair of horses, and headed along the highway north-east towards the capital. In the distance, palls of black smoke curled up from towns and villages lost to the insanity of the mind rot. Beyond, the Gvòrod Steppe stretched all the way up to the North Sea, a thousand-mile feathergrass plain scoured by cool, moaning winds. Peter shivered. This was a desolate country.

They made good time, in spite of Peter’s horse’s persistent attempts to buck him off – it loathed him and his dread aura. Except for the capital, which sat on the enormous River Draga, most of the Sanquish towns and cities lined the Jade Sea coast, and the roads were quiet. After a few days’ riding, the towers of Vratislavbourg hove into view. Here the country had become steadily more forested as they approached the fertile Alda River Valley and the foothills of the Great Northern Barrier range – so that the detritus of battle was not evident until they were but a few miles out.

They approached from the south, stunned by the silence. The noise of Sova carried for many miles on a working day; the markets, unsociable trades, barking of dogs, cries of newsmen, the ringing of bells, the thunder of cannonade from the artillery ground or salutes from visiting warships. But Vratislavbourg was as silent as the grave.

“I don’t like,” Olwin said.

“I don’t like it either,” Peter replied.

They dismounted, keen to lower their profile, and walked the horses to the southern approaches of the metropolis. Unlike a lot of modern cities, Vratislavbourg’s mediaeval wall still stood, an impressive fastness of red stone frequently punctuated by mural towers. But as they drew closer, Peter could see that sections of the wall had been completely reduced and breached, and bodies of soldiers lay piled on the rubble. Not only white-coated Sanques and blue-coated expeditionary Casimirs, but –

“Those are Sovans,” Peter said, pointing to the dead blackcoats.

“We should go,” Olwin said.

“We have to go into the city to get to the bridge,” he said, indicating the only span across the broad, fast-flowing River Draga.

“Find other way,” Olwin said. Peter turned to her; she looked afraid – a rare thing.

“We should try to find out what happened here. It could be important. Those are Sovans.”

“Must have come from valley. Fort Ingomar.”

Peter shook his head. “There were barely enough men to garrison the fort, let alone assault the capital of Sanque—”

He stopped. Emerging from thick swathes of bulrushes on the bank of the river were several Sovan soldiers.

“Here we go,” Peter muttered. “Let’s find out what happened here.”

“Ne.”

“Let go of me,” he replied irritably. “They aren’t going to—”

“Ne, Petro, look!”

Peter looked.

“Oh,” he said, as he noticed the shuffling gait, the vacant, glassy-eyed expressions, the unnatural way their arms hung from their shoulders.

Thralls.

He hoisted Olwin up onto her horse, and then mounted his own.

“To the bridge, quick!” he shouted, kicking the animal to a canter.

Behind, more thralls emerged, and gave chase.
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It was a curious feeling, riding through a city which for the longest time had been a square on a map. Vratislavbourg was undeniably beautiful, unique in the rich dark red colouring of its stone, its broad, clean streets, its copper-domed Inalabric Neman temples. Now it was nothing more than a mausoleum, a metropolis of living death like something one would find in the holy dimensions.

That the place had been sacked was beyond question. Everywhere they looked was evidence of fighting – stone chipped and pitted from musket balls, shattered windows, fire-blackened houses, the gory ruination of canister and grape. But if the city had been invested by the Sovans, there was no evidence of it anywhere. The only evidence of life was the thralls, and that was no life at all.

There were several dozen chasing them now, silently but manically, propelled by a singular urge to transmit the mind rot – to expose the living soul to the waiting Vorr. To see these wretches in the flesh was terrifying, after months of imagining it; not only their ferocious impulse to catch them, but the lifeless silence with which they moved. Peter fancied they should have been slavering like hounds, growling and shrieking and snarling as they were denied their quarry. Not so; they moved like automatons, the only sound the mechanical hiss of their breath.

The horses’ hooves clattered appallingly against the cobbles as they raced through the streets towards the bridge. Other thralls, Sanquish commonfolk rather than soldiers, were roused from their catatonia and exited houses, shops, temples. Behind Peter, Olwin let out a cry of fear, and he turned to see the mass of pursuers had swollen to hundreds.

He gritted his teeth. The grid of streets, so efficient for city planning, was decidedly unwelcome for those engaged in fleeing for their lives. The constant awkward turning around corners and the thrashing of their horses across hard stone pavement was certain to lead to disaster; and sure enough, within spitting distance of the bridge, his horse’s front left leg turned awkwardly, its radial bone fractured, and Peter was thrown arse-over-elbow onto the cobbles below.

He lay on the ground, vision swirling with stars where his head had struck the stone.

“Petro!” Olwin shrieked.

“Go!” he shouted, pressing himself to his feet. He took a few steps, staggering like a drunk. Nearby, his horse screamed in pain.

“Get on!” Olwin shouted, but her horse was terrified by the pursuing mass of thralls, and she could not even get it to stop, let alone turn back for Peter.

“Go!” Peter roared at the top of his lungs. “Get out of here! Get across the bridge! Get the spear!”

The thralls were almost on him now. He staggered after Olwin, working up to an erratic jog. He was desperate with every facet of his being to sprint, to clamber madly out of that cursed city; but the fall had done something to him. It was either his head, or his spine, or both, but he kept tripping and falling, unable to muster anything like the speed to keep ahead of the vacants.

“Petro!” Olwin shrieked one last time. He bent and picked up a stone and threw it at her horse for good measure, not that the terrified beast needed any encouragement, and it charged across the bridge.

“I’m coming, Father,” Peter gasped. “I’m coming. I don’t care what they say about the Vorr, I know I’m coming to see you again. I know it. I believe it.”

He tripped again, and hit the cobbles hard, and gave up.

This was it.

Time to see what all the fuss was about.

The thralls reached him.

“Nema preserve me—!”
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There was no bizarre, liminal dimension; no horrifying plunge into the abyss. No Nema Victoria, no angels or demons, and certainly no Vorr.

In fact, the afterlife looked a lot like the streets of Vratislavbourg.

He looked around. The thralls had gone. They hadn’t touched him. They’d run around him, and continued their rabid pursuit of Olwin.

He pressed himself to his feet, blinking away the fog. His horse lay off to the side, breathing heavily, foaming, eyes wide. Littering the broad street were dozens of corpses where the thralls had simply… expired. It was as though each one had enough energy reserve for several minutes of mad, heedless flight before they dropped dead. Still, he gave them a wide berth.

“They didn’t touch me,” he whispered to himself. “They didn’t want me.”

He thought back to his time in the New East, the vivisection ritual of the catmen, and his subsequent conversation with Captain Furlan.

We are inert.

Of course. The vacants didn’t want him because he had nothing to vacate. He left no detectable signature on the mortal plane. They had avoided him because they hadn’t even seen him. To them, he was the same as a lump of rock.

He pressed on. There were more bodies on the bridge, men and women who had expired. Not far in the distance, Olwin’s horse galloped towards the pine forests ahead. She turned back frequently. Peter raised his hand and waved; then he cast about and pulled a sabre from a deceased vacant’s belt on the bridge, and ran after her. As he caught up with the pursuing mass, most of whom had slowed down to a fast walk, he experimented with slashing at them. They didn’t react at all, even when he lopped one man’s arm most of the way off.

Olwin saw what was happening, and slowed the horse down. She had outpaced the vacants so handily that she didn’t need to be particularly careful. She began to urge the horse into wide circles, as though she were shepherding them; and then, as they began to turn back, Peter cut them down. He tried to make it quick, aiming for throats wherever possible, and felt guilty for doing so, but he would not risk one of them touching Olwin. Besides, the thing that made them human beings had long gone. He might as well have been slaughtering livestock.

Those that did not expire by themselves were killed by Peter over the course of quarter of an hour, until the whole sorry business was done with. Then Olwin pulled the horse to a stop, and he approached.

“They didn’t want me. They couldn’t see me,” he said to her. He shrugged, affecting nonchalance but profoundly melancholy. “I have no soul.”

Olwin nodded slowly, sadly. “Jes.”

He climbed onto the back of the horse, and they left Vratislavbourg behind.
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They rode through the valley for the rest of the day, and stopped at nightfall. Olwin built a fire to dry her clothes out, for they were still wet from where they had been forced to wade ashore at Port Katie, and the two of them sat a little way off a portage road which Peter knew eventually led to Fort Oriane, one of the larger Sanquish bastion forts in the valley. It was fortunate that Olwin had had the presence of mind to pack decent food supplies; as with the Kato, so did Peter’s affliction drive off the nearby wildlife.

“What happened?” she asked him, the first thing either of them had said for many hours.

“I told you,” he replied. “They couldn’t detect me.”

But she shook her head. “No. I mean attack. On city. Sovans?”

Peter blew out his lips. He had been thinking about it all afternoon and evening, but had not reached any satisfactory conclusion. The Treaty of Kalegosfort had put an end to hostilities between Sova and the Kova Confederation at the cost of Port Talaka and the North Kyarai, and whilst he knew that Renata and her colleagues were at that very moment wrangling with their Casimiran counterparts on the fate of the Alda River Valley, it seemed monumentally unlikely that Sova had both the will and the colonial forces to launch some sort of surprise attack across the Draga.

“Perhaps the plague spread across Liendau and Hasse and Casimir,” he said. “When I first arrived at Fort Ingomar, we had been warned about the possibility of the mind rot being transmitted across the northern steppes. Perhaps it reached Sanque, and they asked the Sovans to the east to assist in stopping the spread.”

“Sovans and Sanques working together?”

“In the face of a greater threat,” Peter said. “It’s a possibility.”

Olwin did not seem convinced. “Where everyone go, then? From city?”

Peter stared at the fire. “That, I do not know.”

He imagined it: people losing their minds, friends, colleagues, family, deleted of their essence, their immortal souls being devoured by the Vorr, their bodies entirely possessed with seeking out their next victim. And as the plague of mindlessness spread through the city, sowing horror and confusion, the soldiers had arrived with muskets and sabres and cannon, trying to stem the tide, trying to do something, whilst they themselves, packed into close order, fell in astonishing numbers. In such an enclosed urban environment – literally walled in – the mind rot would have spread at terrifying speeds.

No matter how the plague was transmitted, whether by accident or design, it was a profound existential horror. Sova, with its population of a million souls crowded into an urban environment barely ten miles across, would fall in a long afternoon. Left unchecked, the Empire could topple in under a week; the continent of Aurantia in a month.

“They can be killed, though,” he said to himself. He looked up at Olwin. “They can be killed. At least there is that.”

“As long as no touch.”

“Aye. Well, they didn’t want to touch m—”

He stopped.

“What? What?” Olwin asked, standing. “Is someone there?”

“No, I mean…” He thought a moment. “The Kato. The ritual…” He thought again. Something was there, some thought or solution just beyond his grasp. He was on the cusp of a revelation, he was certain of it.

But the more he pursued it, the further it seemed to run away from him.

“Nothing,” he said eventually, frustrated.

“Come,” Olwin said. “Rest. Sleep.”

“Yes,” Peter said with a weak smile, having not the heart to remind her that he needed nothing of either.







XV

Red Jack

“I deride anybody who claims that having a large navy is a purely defensive measure. A premier with dozens of warships at his command is no different from a child receiving his first plinker. As surely as the sun rises, the thing is going to get used.”

SENATOR LUITGARD BELTZ
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Yaro Canal

NORTH KASAR KYARAI

Kuroda spent several days comatose under the watchful eye of the ship’s surgeon.

“He’s lucky I don’t clap him in irons,” Laine muttered darkly at the taffrail as Parish gave him the latest.

“Have you the faintest notion of what that was all about?” Parish asked him.

Laine stood in silence for a moment. Both men were transfixed by the incredible lumber operations in the north of the Reenwound, an enormous rainforest sitting in the weather side of the Great Southern Dividing Range. Here Sovan industrialists from Grenzegard oversaw an army of labourers, many of them pressed from Saekaland, as they hacked and sawed at thick-trunked trees older than the Empire. The air was filled with the scrape of steel teeth, the thwacking of axe heads, the scraping of lathes and the smell of fresh-cut timber – to say nothing of the screeching of the displaced wildlife. Huge sections of rainforest had been cleared, and in their place lay sprawling complexes of timber mills and warehouses. All along the canal’s southern embankment were wharfs where freightliners lay tied to mooring bollards, and huge cranes and gangs of stevedores piled them high with timber ready to be transported to Port Meinrad and other Sovan naval yards.

“Believe me,” Laine said, finishing his cigar and tossing the butt into the canal. “I intend to find out.”
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Thanks to the Treaty of Kalegosfort, they were able to transit into the Kyarai after a nominal customs and excise check at the border. Here the canal turned south and passed through several coalmining installations. Laine knew not the intricacies of the treaty nor the peace – “peace”! – it had precipitated, but it seemed that the Casimirs had not yet seized the mines. War and international trade were curious bedfellows, and he had known nations to continue to trade illicitly for the duration of lengthy hostilities.

With the abundance of settlements in this part of the world, there was less pressure on their food stores, and he ordered their last bullock be slaughtered. That night, he dined privately in the great cabin, and ordered Kuroda to attend.

“Do you have beef pie in the Shōgunate?” Laine asked as Vang ushered the onmyoji inside.

Kuroda, who had long resigned himself to the heavy, hearty fare of a Sovan man-o’-war at sea – hardtack, salt pork and beef, brandy and lime – waggled his hand.

“Not quite,” he said. “Pastry, yes, but with fresh vegetables. Not so much meat. Sovans eat much meat. Much.”

“You’d think it were a bad thing. Sit down, please.”

Kuroda sat, and nodded his thanks to Vang, who served him a goblet of brandy and a piping-hot slice of pie.

“So,” Laine said. “Why don’t you explain to me what that was all about.”

Kuroda offered a weak, embarrassed smile. “An… afureru.”

Laine shook his head, struggling to keep his anger in check. “No. Speak to me in Saxan.”

Kuroda faltered. “It is not… I am not sure what the right word is. It is like… I fill. With magick, yes?”

Laine sighed. “Mr Kuroda, let me speak plainly. Sova, the Imperial Office and the Admiralty have all gone to great lengths to impress upon me your importance to… whatever it is we are undertaking at the Iris Isles. I have not been made privy to the specific nature of our mission, though clearly it is arcane in nature. Moreover, I have come to consider you a friend, and I enjoy your company.”

Kuroda smiled briefly, gesturing with his hand in such a way as to convey mutual feeling on the matter.

“But,” Laine continued stonily, “I am also responsible for the lives of the some three hundred Sovans aboard this ship, to say nothing of the Hyena herself. Mr Kuroda, the practice of magick is illegal in the Empire – and the decks of this ship are as much a part of the Empire as the bones of Sova herself – and whilst I understand that we are to grapple with matters arcane in due course, I cannot and will not allow you to jeopardise our lives with… uncontrolled, uncontained death magicks. Do I make myself clear?”

Kuroda bowed in supplication. “Yes, Captain. I am sorry.”

“Damn your apologies, man,” Laine muttered into his goblet. “I came within five seconds of putting a pistol ball through your brain. Your fellows on the Suigyū were able to provide nothing sensible whatever by way of explanation, either through ignorance or reticence. Now you will tell me, Mr Kuroda, precisely what that spectacle was, or mark this: I shall turn you out onto the plains of the Kyarai and you may walk the rest of the way to Port Talaka, orders be damned.”

Even in spite of this stern injunction, Kuroda took several long beats to muster an answer.

“I am a…” He cast about the table, and picked up his goblet.

“Cup?” Laine grunted.

Kuroda waggled his hand. “Yes. No, like a…”

“Nema,” Laine muttered. “Vang?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Fetch the patria, would you?”

“Very good, sir.”

They sat in uncomfortable silence for a few minutes whilst Father Eugenius was fetched.

“Good evening, Captain—”

“Just sit down and translate.”

Laine waited whilst Kuroda and Father Eugenius conversed for a little while in Tsukumese, and the latter asked a great many clarificatory questions.

“Well?” Laine demanded.

“He’s a… conduit,” Eugenius said eventually.

“A conduit for what? The fucking ocean?”

“Within the Shōgunate there are several orders of magickal practitioner—”

“We have spoken on this before.”

“Well, it seems there is a separate, uh, unique minor order to which Mr Kuroda belongs.”

Laine fixed Kuroda with a stare. “Is that what that display was? You were channelling something?”

“Nanigenaku.”

Laine turned to Father Eugenius.

“Unintentionally,” the patria said.

“So he can’t control it. Is that what you are telling me? What even is he a conduit for?”

Another conversation in broken Tsukumese.

“He says it’s difficult to explain,” Eugenius said eventually.

“Difficult to explain, or he is unwilling or incapable of doing so?”

“He claims the former. I would suggest the latter, sir.”

Laine drew himself up, ready to give Kuroda the full broadside of his anger, when there was a sharp rapping at the cabin door.

“What is it?” he thundered.

“Port Talaka, Captain, coming up fast.”

“So? Who has the watch?”

“Mr Mayer, sir.”

“Mr Mayer is more than capable of—”

“My apologies, Captain, he asked for your presence on the forecastle post-haste.”

“Bloody interrupt me,” Laine muttered under his breath as he stood and threw his napkin onto the table. He pointed at Kuroda. “We are not finished.”
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The canal had long ago rejoined the River Yaro, which split into dozens of distributaries as part of the Yaro Delta. Port Talaka sat astride the largest and deepest channel, and Sovan engineers had never countenanced the possibility of losing control of the wolfman capital. This was a problem, as the casemates at the mouth of the Yaro, intended to guard the city from attack from the Jade Sea, now acted as a sort of fortified customs house.

“What’s the matter?” Laine asked as he climbed up the ladder to the forecastle. Around them rose the enormous stepped pyramids, adobe dwellings and impressive colonial colonnades of Port Talaka, many still bearing the scars of its recent invasion. The air smelt strongly of foreign spices mixed with woodsmoke and sunbaked refuse.

“Red jack,” Mayer said, squinting through his spyglass.

Laine pulled out his own glass and looked to the east, following the line of the river. Here the Yaro was fifteen fathoms deep and four hundred yards across, and contained with an ornate stone embankment. The Hyena was being carried at a sedate pace by the current and its foresail, having left the thaumaturgic wind generators behind at Vlaktestad – to the relief of all, since it meant the aethereal screaming had stopped. Watching them from the banks were unfriendly bluecoats and Sudreiks.

“Damn,” Laine said as he spied the red flag hanging from the northern casemate—“halt” in naval semiotics. The fortifications were substantial, though the majority of the guns were pointing seaward. Behind it lay a large victualling yard, whilst to the south, works were under way to repair, extend and fortify the harbour, since the Casimirs had not managed to take Port Gero up at the tip of the Horn, and had been bribed to not try again. Fortunately it seemed that little of their enemy’s Serpentine fleet was docked, and the Kasar had never had much of a naval tradition – luckily for Sova, since the burly wolfmen made excellent scrappers and had been pressed into the Imperial Navy en masse.

“Should we tell the Suigyū?” Mayer asked.

“Just wait a moment,” Laine said. He examined the fortifications, and then looked up at the sky, the sails, the masts. “That’s a nice westerly.”

Mayer looked at him sharply. “Do you mean to—”

“I don’t mean to do anything just yet,” Laine replied. “But we should have freedom of passage into the Jade Sea. We are a flagged ship of the line, not a merchantman. We are not liable to be searched for excise.”

“Sir. Plesic tells me there’s a red jack.”

Laine turned to see Parish appear on the forecastle, his own spyglass in hand.

“Yes,” Laine grunted.

“Do you mean to heave-to?”

“I mean to do no such thing, Mr Parish. But,” he added slowly, once again examining the casemates and the huge naval guns there through his spyglass, “those thirty-sixes will put out a long tonne of iron every two minutes.”

“That’ll send us to the bottom,” Parish said, sucking his teeth.

“It’ll turn us into matchsticks first,” Laine corrected. There were few things in the world a man-o’-war dreaded more than coastal fortifications. “Discretion may be the better part of valour here.”

“Might be a mistake. An old signal,” Mayer suggested.

“Aye. We are still a ways off. Flag them for clarification.”

Mayer disappeared to order the Hyena’s own flags be raised. One of the midshipmen appeared at Laine’s elbow.

“Captain, Master Canek wants to know what your orders are, sir.”

“Maintain course,” Laine said tightly. “Cut along now. Ms Canek knows better than to ask.”

The young lad disappeared back down the ship, vicariously chastened.

Laine watched as their own flags were hoisted, an inquisitive sequence of colours asking the port authority to clarify the red jack. All the while the Hyena drifted on, tugged by the strong currents.

“We could make seven knots with a full spread,” Parish observed mildly as he examined the westerly wind whistling through the shrouds.

Laine waved him off. “We wouldn’t make it out of the mouth of the Yaro. Look there, a response.”

The pair of them squinted through spyglasses to see several more flags had been raised.

“So,” Laine remarked through a grimace. “Not a mistake, then.”

“No,” Parish murmured in reply.

“Damn them,” Laine said. “You’d think we were at war.”

“Perhaps we are.”

He snorted, though it was a distinct possibility. Many had predicted the failure of the Treaty of Kalegosfort, given the Casimirs had achieved control of neither Port Gero nor most of the territory north of the Yaro. But land warfare needed summer for the waging, and in a few short months they would be through it. Still, with the amount of time it took for word to reach far-flung belligerents across the span of the globe, it was not beyond the realm of possibility that Sova and Casimir had become enemies once again without them knowing.

“Fetch me Captain Stein, would you?” Laine said, and a few moments later the Marines captain appeared at the forecastle.

“Sir?”

“Might be in for a bit of action. Have the men make ready below decks, just in case.”

“Sir,” Stein replied, with an uneasy glance cast in the direction of the casemates. Laine counted not a single dogheart amongst the hands, and his men would fight ferociously in any exchange of broadsides or boarding action. But that did not mean they would throw their lives away pointlessly, nor would he expect them to.

He studied the embankment, and the fast-approaching mouth of the river and the fort there. The Hyena’s guns were stowed, and had been for the journey across the neck of the continent.

“I’ve half a mind to beat to quarters,” he said in a low voice to Parish. “Load the guns with grape. Carry away some of those artillerymen before they can turn the thirty-sixes on us. Full spread of canvas, studs ’n’ all, and go at a dead run for the sea.”

Parish nodded. “I can pass word along for the hands to make ready,” he said. “Quietly.”

“Sir!”

They both turned upwards to see Plesic at the maintop.

“What is it?”

“Chain, Captain.”

Once again they examined the mouth of the Yaro, to see a large anti-ship chain had been strung across the full span of it.

“Nema fuck and blast, are we to be impounded? This is an act of war!”

But even so Laine could not bring himself to give the order to beat to general quarters. The fortifications were too powerful, the channel through the Yaro too narrow, their armament too feeble, the outlook too unfavourable. And he would not consign his ship and its valuable cargo – namely, Kuroda – to the bottom of the river out of some chauvinistic display. He was not so pickled in vanity.

“Put her up alongside the customs house and heave-to,” he muttered angrily to Parish. “Signal our intention to stop. I am going to find out just what in the damned hell is going on here.”

[image: ]
They went ashore in the jolly boat; Laine, Parish and a small escort of Marines. Captain Stein was left aboard with the remainder, whilst Mayer was given instructions to prepare the men for action.

Laine was received on the embankment by a nervous-looking Casimir and a decidedly belligerent-looking black Kasar. The latter’s left hand rested on the pommel of a large falchion tucked into his Dynastic sash, and practically twitched with bloodthirsty eagerness.

“Capitaine,” the Casimir said, almost apologetically.

“What is the meaning of this?” Laine thundered. “For what possible purpose have you arrested us save to instigate an international incident? We are a flagged Sovan fifth-rate. By what right do you chain the Yaro?”

“Marshal Sauvageot should be happy to receive you inside,” the Casimir said, gesturing to a cantonment within the shore fort behind.

“You can tell Marshal Sauvageot that I should be happy to receive him in my cabin, alongside the Sovan commissioner in Talaka.”

They stood in silence for a moment, the cold, capricious wind reversing almost mid-sentence, now blowing off the Jade Sea. In the distance, the evening brought with it fresh cloud from the endless plains of the Tegsh Tal as the temperature dropped. Even without the chain across the river, the Hyena was now held as firmly in place as though it were gripped by an enormous hand.

“Alas, Capitaine, I must insist,” the Casimir said weakly. Next to him, the Kasar waited for the slightest excuse to cut Laine down.

Laine sighed. There was nothing to be achieved there and then.

“Let’s get on with it,” he muttered, and followed the man to the cantonment.
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Marshal Sauvageot was an awkwardly tall man, sporting a fashionable moustache-and-mutton-chops combination, though with his balding pate the effect was somewhat ridiculous. He was another blue-coated Casimiran naval officer, who shared none of his fellow’s reticence whatever and was unimpressed by Laine’s anger on the subject.

“There is no law, man-made or divine, which permits you to impound my ship in this way. I need not tell you that wars have started over less,” Laine snapped, increasingly concerned about the insouciance with which his frigate had been arrested. Men of such low standing did not take such drastic and provocative actions on the world stage without being absolutely assured of their position.

“You are ill-apprised, Capitaine,” Sauvageot said breezily. He was in the middle of his evening meal – coq au vin – and continued to eat in spite of the circumstances. “Where have you come from?” Then he gestured to the seat in front of his desk. “Please, sit. Would you like something to eat?”

Laine did not sit. “No, damn your eyes. I want to know what in Nema’s name is going on.”

Sauvageot dabbed the corner of his mouth with his napkin, picked up his goblet and took a long draw of red wine.

“You are a military man,” he observed. “So you understand the nature of orders.”

“You were ordered to do this?”

He took a moment to finish his mouthful. “Mm. Oui.”

“By who?”

“Who else but my superiors.”

“On what grounds?”

“The precise nature of the situation is not known to me,” Sauvageot said, an admission he was clearly not pleased to give. “Yet,” he added. “All I know is that I cannot allow Sovan military shipping to transit Port Talaka.”

“What of the Suigyū? Surely you cannot impound an Ayakashi vessel.”

“I cannot, and will not. Alas, simply placing a chain across the mouth of the Yaro is not an act of war. The Suigyū is free to turn about and make back for the Meridian.”

“I have urgent business in the Jade Sea.”

“And I do not doubt it. Please, Capitaine; dine with me. I am sure the matter will be resolved. Confine your men to your ship and I guarantee no harm will come to any of you.”

“You know full well I cannot suffer any offence given to Sova,” Laine muttered – which was a shame, as the coq au vin looked extremely appealing.

Sauvageot nodded. He understood. “In which case, Capitaine, I bid you a good evening. I will permit you to return to your vessel, but you must remain there for the time being.”

“Permit? Must?”

“Once again, Capitaine, I apologise. But the matter is out of my hands. Now, please; return to your ship. When there is news, I shall share it with you.”
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An hour later and Laine was in the great cabin with Parish, Mayer, Stein, Father Eugenius and Kuroda. The men and Marines who had been concealed on the upper deck, armed with cutlasses and pistols, sweating and shaking with nerves and ready to either man the guns or storm the fort, had been disarmed and dispersed for marsh brandy and the evening meal. They filled the Hyena with a dangerous, unspent energy; it crackled along the lines like chainfire.

“We are going to catch typhus sitting here in this accursed heat,” Laine grumbled as he cut viciously into his bloody beefsteak. He was red-faced from the heat and from his drink, to say nothing of the ignominy of the situation. Already he was doubting himself. Perhaps he should have fought his way out? But with all the wind in the world there was no getting through the boom chain – and they did not even have the weather gauge.

“Perhaps we should have died fighting our way out of here,” he said.

Father Eugenius shook his head. “Death forecloses all options. Nema Victoria admonishes those with the will to suicide.”

“I agree,” Stein added. “I’ve nothing but hate for the House of Casimir, but ’tis no use spending our lives on a fruitless venture.”

“You do not know what is going on?” Mayer asked.

“No,” Parish said when Laine didn’t answer. “But they are acting on instruction.”

“From Iliyanabourg?”

“Likely so.”

“They know something we do not, then,” Mayer said. “Perhaps the treaty has failed after all.”

“Aye,” Stein agreed. “They mean to seize Gero. Now or never, whilst there are a few months of summer and autumn left. Cut Sova off from the Jade Sea. Strangle the colonies.”

“That has been their ambition for years and they have not yet achieved it,” Parish said, his brow furrowed.

“They have the Kyarai now, and the largest saltwater port east of Sova. That changes the calculus somewhat.”

“Enough,” Laine muttered. Now he was resolved. “I shall not sit here whilst our enemies dictate matters at their leisure. We must make our own plans. Mr Parish, take a headcount of all the able-bodied hands. I want a list of the best fighters. As many Kasar as can be spared. The rest enough to man all of the larboard guns.”

“Sir,” Parish replied. He paused. “Now, sir?”

“Yes, be about it.”

The man stood and left.

“Mr Mayer, take an inventory of our shot and powder. See we have enough for continuous broadsides and distribute it accordingly. I want every piece on the upper deck ready to fire in the next hour. The quarterdeck will be harder to conceal, so you shall have to be creative. Perhaps an impromptu swabbing. Make sure you are not seen.”

“Yes, sir,” Mayer replied, and he too left the great cabin.

“Captain Stein, I’d like you to draw up plans for an assault on the fort. We can probably spare a hundred men, including your Marines. Perhaps a hundred-and-a-half. It’ll be at night, of course. Speak to the carpenter and have some ladders fashioned. The lee side is poorly fortified and guarded. Come to me later; I shall draw you a diagram of what I saw this evening.”

“Very good, sir.”

Once the Marines captain had left, Laine turned to Kuroda. “Do you understand what is happening?” he asked the onmyoji.

“Hai,” the man replied.

“You have fighters aboard the Suigyū, yes?”

“The Taiyosenshi, yes.”

“We are going to need them. And your guns, paltry things though they are. I want to bring the Suigyū alongside us. She can protect the Hyena’s starboard from the casemates to the south-east. All non-essential personnel should leave for Port Talaka. They can make their own way north. Your fighters should come aboard. Do you understand?”

Kuroda swallowed. He looked nervous, or perhaps ill; he was pale, and his forehead was marked with perspiration.

“What’s the matter?” Laine demanded. “I cannot have a pox aboard this ship, we should all be killed in this fucking heat.”

“Not sick,” Kuroda said.

“You are not going to transform into some brainless bilge pump again, are you?”

The man shook his head. “No. Just tired. Need rest.”

“There’s going to be no rest for any of us,” Laine declared. “Not for a while. Hearts of iron must prevail now. Mr Kuroda, do you understand the instructions I have given you as regards the Suigyū? She is naught but a millstone now, though she may prove useful as a blackwood shield for our starboard. But you must get your people clear, do you understand? They shall all be killed otherwise.”

“I understand,” Kuroda murmured.

Laine looked into the man’s eyes. “You seem as though you are about to keel over,” he said. However he felt about Kuroda’s recent arcane antics, he still considered him a friend, and for all his stern injunctions, he hardly wished him ill.

“Sometimes takes… great energy to… control.”

“To control the… state of being a conduit?”

Kuroda nodded, though Laine was not sure the man had understood him.

“I shall need you to act as an intermediary with the crew of the Suigyū. But with the best will in the world, we are not going anywhere tonight. Go and rest now, or meditate, or do whatever it is you do. We shall speak again in the morning.”

“Thank you,” Kuroda said, his eyes firmly closed, and he stood and took his leave.

Laine sat in silence for a moment; and then he addressed Father Eugenius.

“I do not know what it is the governing minds of Sova plan on doing with the Tsukumese,” he said, eyes on the door of the great cabin. “But before this business is concluded, I have a feeling Mr Kuroda is going to do something rather spectacular.”

“I agree,” Eugenius murmured.

“Whether for good or ill remains to be seen.”

“I agree with that too,” the patria added darkly, and silence reasserted itself in that hot, gloomy cabin.







XVI

Minds and Hands

“There is one thing the populist craves, and it is the one thing the populist can never have: the respect of the people he affects to hate. The intelligentsia, the city’s artists and creatives, its liberal urban classes, his progressive peers. Denied this validatory succour, he makes his own art form: antagonism. He cannot create, so he throws stones at those who do. He cannot put forward a logical, rational argument, so he confects instead, and preaches his confections to the dull-witted and easily angered. A generation of men and women in the Senate have made this their art, and they are extraordinary artists.”

POLEMICIST ISABELLA JOKUMSEN
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Regentsdorf

SOVA

Those trying to send messages do not loiter in the shadows for long.

The words of the sheriff echoed around Lyzander’s head as he moved through the Magpie Alley headquarters.

“What is this place?” he asked the still, leaden air.

But it was clear what it was: a workshop. A laboratory. Rows of benches were covered in apparatus; glassware filled with fluids – at least some of which contained blood; books and scrolls and charts; and against the far wall, shelves containing specimen jars filled with…

“Gah.” Lyzander grunted in revulsion as he realised that each contained human body parts, dissected and teased apart and preserved.

His skin broke out in gooseflesh as the sense of dread deepened. He played his fingers across an open volume, and recoiled sharply where they came into contact with an arcane ideogram. It was like touching a nettle.

He continued to examine the books on the desk. He picked one dog-eared volume up, realising with a jolt that it was the Conformist Bible. It opened to a long passage which had been marked, and he read it:

An Account of the First Meeting between Ramayah the Progenitor and Vangrid the Martyr


And after the Progenitor had slain Malakh the Accuser, he showed to Vangrid the Broken Path, which had once been whole and perfect and was now a shattered ruin; for after the battle the Muphraab had taken the stone from the earth for his palace at Ambyr, and the Path, which had once been a place of beauty, now was a blasted and evil place that led only to the Palace of Prince Kasivar, the very Halls of Hell.

And Vangrid wept to see what had become of Ramayah, who had once been pure of spirit, and one of Nema’s most favoured subjects. She took him to the Gardens of Sardach, which at that time were green and fecund and beautiful. Three times she spoke to him in supplication; thrice she beseeched him. The first time she asked him to turn away from the teachings of Kasivar, the Prince of Hell; the second time she asked him to betray Parvaneh the Muphraab; the third time she asked him to wed her, and return to the Golden City.

And Ramayah took out the spearhead with which he had slain Malakh, for he would not betray Kasivar, nor would he betray Parvaneh the Muphraab, nor would he wed Vangrid. He attacked and killed her, and used the spear to cut out her heart. And he brought evil into the Gardens of Sardach, such that they became infested with Vangrid’s blood. And Nema, seeing what he had done, flew into a rage. She cursed him thrice: he would for ever speak thereafter with three mouths, and each mouth would speak to him Vangrid’s supplications. And he would for ever be bathed in the blood of Vangrid, and the Gardens of Sardach became plains of blood and ash, and Ramayah was cursed to lament Vangrid’s murder for infinity.



“Renata’s visions,” he breathed. “The demon she saw… it’s Ramayah?” Lyzander was not a religious man, but he knew that Ramayah was a greater demon, one of the foremost lieutenants of Kasivar – the Prince of Hell. “Nema, what hope do we have?”

He flicked through the Bible, stopping a few pages later at another marked passage:


Ramayah the Progenitor is the patron of many evils. His coming is known to be heralded by the decay of grass, the whispers of sprites and the sound of dripping blood.



And then, on the page after:


Ramayah was named by Parvaneh the Muphraab as the Prince of Blood.



Lyzander’s skin broke out in gooseflesh. He dropped the book. The eeriness of the chamber, the illegality of the text, the mute horror of the broader circumstances all left him too frightened to read any more. It was time to let better, more intelligent minds turn to the task.

He picked up another book from the desk. This one was a journal – and one that had been recently written in, too. He flicked to the most recent entries.

13 Leo 301 Anno Imperii Sovi


	• Protective wards continue to shield me from Vorr. No indication that this needs re-incanting.

	• Thaumic accumulator requires blood to function.

	• Continues to be no observable difference between human and lupus sapiens blood.

	• Final experiment on LS this evening. Will need to look externally after.



14 Leo 301 Anno Imperii Sovi


	• Most unexpected visit from LVO.

	• V of MAS members as collective punishment. But: pleased with my own work / experimentations

	• LVO believes Vorr vorantaj dioj. He has no inkling of how they came to be released or of their purpose. Derangement (but also unique insights?). Torn – feelings conflict greatly.

	• LVO clearly responsible for murder of Cardinal Tchida.

	• Our purposes are aligned re destabilisation of Sova.

	• {NB. Prepare safe house in Linos.}

	• Séance tomorrow. Eliminate task force.



15 Leo 301 Anno Imperii Sovi


	• Séance disaster. CG interrupt. Must kill (dog first?).

	• RR given PK’s visions by Aegraxes(!!) (Why her? Why not me?)

	• PK’s vision undoubtedly murder of Vangrid the Martyr by Prince of Blood.

	• Thereafter Valley of the Lanterns and the Infinity Gate (see Prophecies of Zabriel, Redacta Arcanum). Do not speak –

	• LVO set on course. Insane, but still beneficial {counterpoint: widespread death and destruction a good thing, even if Sovan? Revenge for Draedaland? Consider further}. Must extinguish all value in arcane task force before abandoning enterprise.

	• Do not speak of the Prince of Blood.

	• RR theory correct (& LVO wrong): Vorr not vorantaj dioj but instrumentum dei.

	• Do not speak of the Prince of Blood.




{Later}




	• Visitation at third bell.

	• Frightened.

	• Do not –




{Later}



I have made a mistake.

Do not speak of the Prince of Blood

Do not speak of the Prince of Blood

Do not speak of the Prince of Blood

do not speak of the prince of blood

do not speak of the prince of blood

do not speak of the prince of blood

DO NOT SPEAK OF THE PRINCE OF BLOOD

DO NOT SPEAK OF THE PRINCE OF BLOOD

DO NOT SPEAK OF THE PRINCE OF BLOOD

Lyzander turned sharply, his eyes finding the door at the far end of the chamber. Something beyond the threshold had made a sound.

A vertiginous sense of fear washed through him.

“Who’s there?” he called out – as though he were not the interloper.

There came another sound, like a shuffling of feet against stone, the brushing of an arm against the wall. But there was no reply.

Lyzander walked slowly towards the door. Now he realised that as well as the smell of rendered fluids and distilled chemicals, there was another smell; the same smell to be found in all the world’s worst places – the battlefield, watch-house mortuaries, physicians’ offices, crematoria.

“Who’s there? I’m armed,” he added, though he was not.

The person or thing on the other side of the door either would not or could not answer.

“Fuck and blast,” he muttered, and opened it before his nerve could fail him.

He was stopped in his tracks by a great stench. The angry buzzing of hundreds of flies filled the air.

He looked on at the scene of ghastly horror. In the chamber were half a dozen cages, as well as a large specimen tank filled to the brim with a suspension fluid. In each was a body. Most were human, but there were some wolfmen, too. All but one were dead.

The solitary remaining person, a young man of indeterminate Sovan ancestry, stood stooped and naked in a cage full of waste. Into his chest had been cut a large runic symbol which was oozing yellow with enpoxion. His breathing was laboured, his skin ashen, his features sunken. Lyzander had seen a similar presentation in a sailor who had washed up in the Hamer Vallen Islands after drifting in the Meridian Ocean for four days.

“Can you hear me?” Lyzander asked.

The man looked at him with utter incomprehension.

“Can you understand anything I’m saying?”

Nothing.

“Sit down a moment and I shall fetch you some water.”

The man immediately sat, as though he were a dog leaping to command.

Lyzander paused.

“Stand up,” he said slowly.

The man stood, his knees popping.

Lyzander’s expression darkened. What devilry was this?

“Take two steps backwards.”

Again the man obliged pathetically, his feet scraping against the floor.

“Good gods,” Lyzander groaned as horrified realisation dawned. “Yelena, what have you done?”

What to do? He was not about to kill the man. If he understood these arcane intrigues correctly, then he was already dead in every way that mattered. He was a soulless automaton; whatever had made him human had gone into the gullet of the Vorr.

And then he paused. He examined the ideogram carved into the man’s chest. Then he fumbled in his pocket for the sketch of the rune on Bokori’s hip.

“Nema damn fuck and blast,” he said.

They were the same.

He walked quickly back over to Tesařik’s open journal, reading the passages there. There was a specific phrase which had caught his attention, and which he read again:


Protective wards continue to shield me from Vorr. No indication that this needs re-incanting.



“Protective wards,” he whispered. He looked about the desk, thinking. Lying on the surface, amongst an untidy pile of papers covered in sketches, diagrams and thaumic equations, was what looked like a brand – the same sort of finely wrought brand that he had seen Ozolinsh fashion for Renata to enable her to breathe underwater.

He dithered, expecting Tesařik to appear in the doorway at any minute.

“Shit,” he muttered. He snatched up the brand, the Bible, the journal, and every scrap of paper that looked like it had something to do with any of it. Then he tucked the whole lot into his jacket, and left before he could think too much about what he was doing.

Bosko, he thought as he descended the staircase. Bosko will know what to do.

Behind him, locked in the chamber, the thrall let out a single, mournful moan.
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Lyzander thought to collar Ozolinsh en route, but was chased – physically chased – out of the Royal Naval Hospital by furious nurses. By the time he reached Victorygate Prison, it was well after midnight.

“Can it not wait till the morrow?” the gaoler grumbled as he approached the door.

“No. Fetch the Secretary immediately,” Lyzander snapped, and the gaoler huffed off, returning five minutes later.

“Come on then, your worshipfulness,” he muttered.

The prison was a wretched, stinking place, and he drew many taunts and comments from the inmates – and this despite the unhinged screaming of the gaoler, which served no purpose at all except to rouse those who had been sleeping and add to the chorus of scorn. Eventually he was taken to a place on the very top floor, a protuberance from the roof with a dual aspect over the city to the north and the grain market to the south.

“Ah,” Bosko said, looking up from a document on his desk. The light from the whale oil lamp there underlit his face, highlighting poxy, craggy skin – the consequence of an old poisoning attempt. “Captain Lyzander. Did your visit to the morgue bear fruit?”

“We have a problem,” Lyzander said breathlessly.

“I suspected we might.”

“Yelena Tesařik is working against us.”

“Against us? Or pursuing a ‘parallel objective’, as Ms Rainer so finely put it?”

“There’s no question of her treachery.”

“Oh?”

Lyzander opened the journal to the relevant entries and presented them to Bosko. Bosko examined them calmly in the lamplight. Then he put the journal down, and Lyzander gave his account. Once he had finished, Bosko sat in silence for half a minute.

“So,” he said eventually. “Idle hands have indeed become the devil’s playthings.”

Lyzander stabbed an index finger into the journal.

“LVO must be—”

“Lamprecht von Oldenburg. Indeed. Which means he is in the city after all.”

“After all?”

“Yes. Many rumours. Some alleged sightings. Nothing concrete.” Bosko reread the journal. “Ms Tesařik is certain he is responsible for the murder of Cardinal Tchida. How interesting.”

Lyzander fumbled the charcoal tracing of the ideogram out of his pocket. Bosko compared it to the brand Lyzander had taken from the laboratory.

“It’s not the same,” he said.

“I think this might be the ‘protective ward’,” Lyzander replied, picking up the brand.

“Yes,” Bosko said, poring over the drawings in Tesařik’s journal. “And the sketch taken from Bokori’s corpse is the ideogram of en-thrallment.”

“Right.”

Bosko sighed loudly. He took something out of his drawer and handed it to Lyzander. The captain pocketed the brand and took the paper.

“‘Victorianism failed the wolfmen’? What is this?” Lyzander asked.

“Read it,” Bosko replied, and waited for Lyzander to scan the whole pamphlet. “It is the reproduction of a letter, written by the Countess Bokori. Doubtless just before she was murdered this morning. One of my agents gave it to me this evening from a press on Blood Street. They had orders to turn out ten thousand and distribute them around the city – a task to which they have turned with irritating gusto.”

“In response to the murder of Tchida?”

“It’s been written to look as though it was the precursor to the murder of Cardinal Tchida. The question becomes,” Bosko said, tapping the charcoal sketch of the en-thrallment ideogram, “did she do it of her own volition? Either way, Lamprecht von Oldenburg, or his people, are responsible for both slayings.”

“Why?”

“To set the Conformists and Victorianists in the city at one another’s throats. And given the febrile state of the city this past week, I have a feeling it’s going to be remarkably effective.”

Lyzander walked around the small office for a moment, hands clenching and unclenching. Then he sat down opposite Bosko.

“What exactly is the murder of Vangrid?” he asked.

Bosko sat back. “Renata’s vision. Vangrid the Martyr was one of Nema’s favoured angels,” he said with effortless scholarly authority, as though they were not discussing a dangerously proscribed text. “According to the Conformist Bible, Ramayah murdered Vangrid in the Gardens of Sardach. In so doing, he was transformed from an angel to a demon. The Prince of Blood. The gardens themselves were transformed into a hellish realm, and the beings within it became Ramayah’s legions – the Legions of Sardach.”

“The Legions of Sardach are not the Vorr?”

“No. The Legions are the armies of Hell, and Ramayah is their captain. Or so the Conformist Bible proposes.”

“You think it is wrong?”

“No. I do not.”

“Then why is it forbidden?”

Bosko chuckled. “You ask me that as though I were the one who forbade it.”

Lyzander rubbed his face. “This is the very last thing we need.”

“I wholeheartedly agree.”

“What does ‘instrumentum dei’ mean, then?”

“It means ‘instrument of god’ in Old Saxan. It fits with Ms Rainer’s theory – as Ms Tesařik herself attests in this journal. That the Vorr are a means to an end, not an end in itself.”

“The end is Ramayah?”

“It seems to be the case. From what I recall of Ms Rainer’s account of her meeting with the Stygion, they told her that these entities seek to harvest and harness the aethereal energy of the souls of mortals.”

“You remember that?” Lyzander asked, astonished.

Bosko ignored him. “That being the case, I suppose our working theory must be that Ramayah means to break through to the mortal plane, via the Eye of the Sea, and destroy or enslave humankind.”

Lyzander opened his mouth in preparation for a long and colourful sequence of oaths, when he stopped. “Did you hear that?” he whispered.

Even Bosko looked unsettled. “We shouldn’t say it out loud too often. His name.”

They sat in silence for five heartbeats, waiting to see if the noise would repeat itself. It did not.

“We have to arrest them,” Lyzander said. “She tried to kill all of us during that séance.”

“Obviously, Captain,” Bosko said. “I shall have both of them taken tonight. Did you see where Ms Tesařik went?”

Lyzander shrugged. “In the direction of the Haugen Highway.”

“Hm.” Bosko pulled out several pro formas – what looked to Lyzander to be warrants of arrest. “You know what frightens me the most?” he asked Lyzander as he wrote.

“What?”

The old man looked up briefly. “That the Great Silence does not refer to a quieting of the afterlife. It refers to a quieting of the world.”

He gave Lyzander a lopsided smile.

“Something to think about.”

“Nema,” Lyzander breathed.

“Nema indeed.” Bosko turned back to the warrants. “Get you gone, Captain. And worry not; the wheels are turning.”
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Bosko continued to work throughout the small hours. It was funny; he’d always assumed that as his body grew older and more frail, more susceptible to fatigue and pox, he would sleep more; that he would be confined to his bedchamber for eight, nine, perhaps ten hours at a stretch – or, unthinkable, longer!

In fact the opposite seemed to be the case. His need for sleep had diminished dramatically, to the point where he could get by on maybe three or four hours a night, depending on the exigencies of state. In most ways he preferred working through the night. It was quiet, even in a place like Victorygate, at least now that they had shifted all of the insane back to the newly expanded Blackmarsh Asylum.

His pen scratched in the silence as he prepared the warrants. Though he had managed to comport himself well during his meeting with Lyzander, the truth was, he was worried. Profoundly so. There was too much uncertainty. Unrest in the afterlife was not unheard of, and there was plenty of verifiable historical record on the subject. Bosko was not one of those strange denialists who claimed that the spirit dimensions did not exist at all; but at the same time he was also not blindly credulous to every diktat of the Neman Church, which, like every other organisation in history, had its own goals and interests. To Bosko’s mind, being tethered to the afterlife was a bit like bordering a large, restive empire. One could never fully relax. One had to spend time and treasure husbanding soldiers and resources, maintaining border forts and militias, sending out emissaries and guarding against espionage. One had to prepare for the inevitable collision.

The problem was, the collision was happening at a singularly bad time. It was coincident with another years-long proxy war with Casimir, which had drained Sovan manpower and monopolised Sovan attentions. No one in either the Senate or the Imperial Household had any mental currency to spend on the arcane. Even Bosko himself could not dedicate more than a fraction of his attention to the matter. No one was interested. No one except the pagans of the continent even believed it.

He retreated into the labyrinthine corridors of his mind, analysing, considering and accepting or rejecting various scenarios and possibilities and their likelihood of coming to pass. As it was, he did not hear the third bell.

He heard the interloper, though.

“Yes?” he called out, not looking up.

There was no reply, just the gentle sound of skin brushing stone.

Bosko was no fool. He knew that he was a ripe target for assassination. He reached into his top desk drawer, pulled out a loaded pistol, and cocked it.

“Who’s there? Answer now, or I shall fire on you.”

The prison had gone strangely quiet. It was not unusual in and of itself; normally an hour or two before dawn was when things really quieted down, as even the rowdiest inmates succumbed to their fatigue. It was often said that the witching hour began with the third bell – too early for the city’s bakers, too late for even dedicated revellers.

But no. There was an unsettling quality to this. This was a deep, abiding silence; not that of the dead of night, for Sova could never be truly without noise, but rather the absence of all sound, as if Victorygate had suddenly found itself in vacuo.

Bosko felt something very strange. It was not a feeling he felt often; in fact, he could not really recall the last time he had felt it in earnest.

Vulnerable.

Afraid.

His hand tightened about the grip of the pistol. His skin broke out in a rash of gooseflesh.

“Wh-who’s there?” he called out, his voice suddenly feeble.

At the back of the room he heard a curious trickling sound, a drip, drip, dripping of fluid pattering against the floorboards. He turned, but there was nothing, no leak of any kind, nor was it raining outside.

He turned back to the door. Something stopped outside it; the handle began to turn.

Bosko, agitated to the point where he felt as though his heart were about to fail, fired the pistol. The ball put a neat, splintered hole precisely where he considered an assassin’s chest might be.

The door continued to open.

“Nema,” he whispered.

DO NOT… SAY… THAT NAME, said a man as he entered.

It was von Oldenburg.

His eyes, featureless black, seemed to cut through Bosko like a pair of knives. He was completely naked, and was… hovering several inches off the floor, his legs crossed at the ankle. Corposant energy crackled off him.

“Good gods…” Bosko breathed.

DEVOURING GODS, von Oldenburg corrected, floating towards him. He reached out his scabrous, bitten hands.

Bosko lurched towards the window, knocking over the whale oil lamp. Everything on his desk – the Bible, the journal, the warrants of arrest, the sketch of the ideogram – went up in flames.

NO, von Oldenburg said, gripping him from behind. Bosko felt the fingers of von Oldenburg’s left hand reach under his top teeth and nestle snugly into his soft palate, whilst the fingers of his right pressed down on his tongue, his thumb lodged in the fleshy alcove under his jaw. He instinctively tried to bite down, but found it to be impossible. The man’s grip was iron.

Suddenly it all seemed so pathetic. So meaningless. Decades of his life dedicated to defeating the enemies of Sova. All of the intrigues and manoeuvres that had seemed so pressing, so important, all of the people he had served, all of the people he had killed. Faced with the threat of mortal eradication, he would have given anything at all to go back in time, to live quietly as a farmer, far away from Sova and the organs of state.

“But you can’t,” von Oldenburg whispered in his ear.

Bosko began to scream.

Von Oldenburg began to pull.







XVII

The Wolf at the Door

“The wealthy are not as afraid of the commonfolk as they should be.”

BILIOUS JOSEPH
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Ministère des Affaires Étrangères

ILIYANABOURG

It was a crisp, sunny morning when the diplomatic legation sat around a large oblong table in the Casimiran Foreign Ministry. It was – like everything in Iliyanabourg, it seemed – a pretty building, rendered in the pan-continental baroque style which was also fashionable in Sova. Someone had managed to find a Sovan flag and hang it next to the Casimiran flag, the former’s black star of Saint Saxanhilde lying in opposition to the Casimirs’ white star of Savare. For as long as those two pieces of religious iconography existed on their respective national flags, peace would remain elusive.

In attendance was the Casimiran Foreign Minister, Émilie Barbier, the ambassador and deputy ambassadors, Amaury Desrosiers and Ludovic Travert, as well as a gaggle of silent functionaries – including several Kasar – taking notes in Kòvoskan. On the Sovan side was von Brandt, Augustin, and of course Renata herself, as well as their own legates minuting in Saxan.

“Well,” von Brandt said to the room of pale, slightly sweaty, hung-over attendees. “I’ll just get on with it, shall I? And then if there are any questions or comments, please do interrupt.”

Barbier waved her hand slightly irritably, motioning for him to continue. There was a curious quality to the atmosphere, as there had been the night before – even leaving aside the ridiculous duel. It was as though the Casimirs were waiting for something, for the other shoe to drop, and everything before that point was just wasted time.

Renata’s attention remained largely fixed on Jeannette Boucher, whom she had not managed to see before today’s meeting.

“Well, first and foremost, we should like to reaffirm our commitment to the Treaty of Kalegosfort. That of course cedes control of the northern Kyarai to Casimir, save for the territories of Port Gero, the Saekaland border corridor, and should guarantee Sovan shipping freedom of navigation down the canal network and the Yaro.”

“Yes, yes,” Barbier muttered, pinching the bridge of her nose.

“And in so ceding that territory, we have asked for guarantees for the safety of Sovans in Port Talaka and the North Kyarai – to include specifically those practising Neman Victorianism, both human and wolfman.”

“Yes, we already guaranteed that.”

“Madam la Marquise,” von Brandt said, clearing his throat. He smiled tolerantly. “The reports we have received in Sova somewhat contradict that position. We have had news of Victorianists being forcibly divested of their homes and possessions, of temples being destroyed, and of pogroms of the Victorianist Kasar population by the Sudreiks.”

As he said this, one of the wolfmen at the back of the room growled his displeasure.

“Well, we shall look into it,” Barbier said. She turned to Desrosiers and muttered something in Kòvoskan, and he muttered something back. “Please, continue.”

Von Brandt offered an awkward smile. “It really is important to us that Sovan citizens are treated well and allowed to practise Victorianism—”

“But Conformism is illegal in Sova, is it not?” Barbier interrupted.

“It is.”

“So what is the problem with the reverse? Why should practitioners of what is, to us, dangerous heresy, remain unmolested?”

“Madam, I—”

“Madame la Marquise.”

“Madame la Marquise,” von Brandt said, leaning heavily on the final “s”, “as experienced diplomatic practitioners, I’m sure you are aware of the value, the mutual benefit, in granting some leeway in these matters. Conformism is illegal in Sova, but that does not mean that every Conformist to visit Sova – a great many tens of thousands annually – is immediately imprisoned or hanged; rather, they must confine their… dogmatic idiosyncrasies to private quarters. You understand the difference?”

“Of course I understand the difference,” Barbier snapped.

There was a pause.

“It is important to us that the Victorianists in Port Talaka are not made political capital of.”

“You would make this a pretext for counter-invasion?”

Von Brandt’s brow furrowed. He looked at Augustin, but the latter subtly shook his head.

“Madam, the—”

“Madame la Marquise.”

“Good heavens, must we stand so rigidly on ceremony?”

“Yes.”

Renata leant in and whispered in Augustin’s ear, “What on earth is the matter?”

“I’m not quite sure,” he whispered back.

“Would you permit observers into the city?” von Brandt continued.

“Into Port Talaka?” Barbier replied.

“Yes. To ensure a peaceable transfer of power.”

“The transfer of power has already taken place,” Barbier said.

“It was agreed that Port Talaka would remain an open city.”

“Have I said anything to the contrary?”

“You will permit a delegation to ensure the safety of the Victorianists, then?”

Barbier shrugged. “As you will.”

This provoked a bout of scribbling as the respective legations made a note of this concession.

“And in response to Sova recognising the divestment of the North Kyarai, you in turn shall continue to recognise our territorial claims in the New East.”

“Yes,” Barbier said. The woman could not have looked less interested.

Von Brandt faltered briefly. “Well, that is encouraging. A solid foundation upon which to build a lasting peace.”

Barbier seemed to be barely listening. She reached across the table to where a bowl of grapes lay, plucked one from the bunch and popped it into her mouth.

“Now a second obstacle to overcome is the issue of whale oil,” von Brandt continued, consulting his notes. “As you will no doubt be aware, the Sova has recently concluded a treaty with the Stygion.”

“The Maris Treaty, yes,” Desrosiers said, nodding.

“Indeed. And as part of that contract, Sova has agreed to a moratorium on whaling operations in the Jade Sea.”

“Mais quelle idée,” Travert muttered.

“Yes, so we heard,” Desrosiers continued as Barbier remained silent.

“Ambassador Rainer can speak to you further about the importance of good relations with the Stygion in a moment,” von Brandt continued, “but what we cannot tolerate is the influx of black-market whale oil into Sova and her possessions, especially in the New East.”

Barbier shrugged. “Not so in Iliyanabourg.”

“Well, quite,” von Brandt said, now a little testily, “but undercutting the market for such a widespread commodity is causing enormous price volatility in the Imperial Stocks Exchange.”

“That is a domestic issue.”

Von Brandt, as well as several others from the Sovan legation, made audibly incredulous noises.

“It is not a domestic issue if it is being instigated by a foreign actor,” von Brandt said tightly. “It is an international incident.”

“Monsieur, the whalers who are exporting the oil are not acting on behalf of the state. They are private enterprises,” Desrosiers said.

“Well then, you will not have an issue with the Sovan Navy detaining such privateers.”

This caused a visible stir amongst the Casimirs.

“That we cannot allow,” Barbier said, inspecting her fingernails. “Would you allow Casimiran ships to detain whalers off Vitaney Island?”

Before von Brandt lost his temper, Renata cleared her throat.

“I wonder if I may speak a moment,” she said, and wilted slightly as every pair of eyes in the room turned to her.

“By all means,” Barbier said with a faint air of amusement.

“These matters are all very important, but they pale in comparison to the real threat facing us all.”

“Ah,” Barbier said. “At last we come to the real threat.”

Renata was slightly wrong-footed by this comment, but forged ahead. “Some time ago we were visited by a pair of monks from a Nemanist sect who spoke of a disturbance in the afterlife—”

“Nous avons déjà entendu cette folie Saeka!” Barbier said, slamming a hand on the table. “You are going to tell me that the end of the world is coming, yes?”

Renata was lost for words for a few moments. “The Great Silence—”

“Putain d’enfer! Yes, the ‘Great Silence’, the plague in the north, we must leave the Stygion be… Funny, is it not, how all of the actions and corollaries required as a result of this mystical shift in the realm of the gods benefit only Sova. What an incredible coincidence! You have been defeated in the Kyarai, but no, we must all make peace because of some prophecy about all-consuming monsters. You are about to lose access to the Jade Sea – oh! Now we must make peace with the Stygion because of price volatility in the Imperial Stocks Exchange. We must respect your territorial claims in the New East, but wait! There is a plague of mindless creatures there, unleashed by a pagan death cult. It is not a Sovan invasion, is it? Oh no, it’s not tens of thousands of Sovan soldiers invading Liendau, Hass, Sanque, in violation of the hated Treaty of Kalegosfort.”

A thrill of confusion passed through the Sovan legation like a bolt of lightning. Von Brandt, visibly alarmed, looked at Augustin and Renata, and then to the rest of the legates behind him.

“Ma chère, you think we did not know? You have come here seeking to distract us, to plant the seeds of espionage, to assess our cities, our forces, our will to fight. You speak prettily about peace whilst your forces sack Vratislavbourg and violate the territorial integrity of the Kova Confederation, and it will not stand!”

There was a deadly silence. Von Brandt looked aghast.

“Madame la Marquise… what in Kasivar’s name are you talking about?”

Barbier’s expression curdled.

“So, we are to play silly games, are we? That’s fine. We can play silly games.” She muttered something to Desrosiers, and the ambassador disappeared out of the chamber. A moment later he returned, holding the door open wide, and a dozen bluecoats entered.

“What is the meaning of this?!” von Brandt thundered.

“Arrest them!” Barbier shouted.

“On what charge?!”

“Espionage.”

And with that, they were each of them detained, and led away.
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Renata expected to be returned to the Château du Loup, for although they were prisoners, in times of war, state delegations tended to be confined to quarters ahead of being repatriated. But to her immense surprise and displeasure, they were taken to the capital’s prison, an enormous brown brick structure overlooking the River Kova.

Her thoughts were an incoherent jumble as the members of the Sovan delegation were separated to prevent them speaking, and she was transported first by prison wagon, and latterly by a gaoler, to her cell—although “cell” was putting it much too strongly; without the bars over the window, it was more of an unfurnished stateroom.

She walked over to the window. Beyond, the city slowly warmed under the sun’s light. After a chilly start to the day, the colourful streets were coming alive with metropolitan bustle. It seemed strange and jarring in the circumstances; that as her world was collapsing, for the citizenry it was simply another day.

Initially she stewed in indignation, pacing around the chamber angrily. Then as the morning turned to afternoon, and she had no word either from her colleagues or her gaolers, she felt increasingly concerned. Yes, they were diplomats, and yes, even in times of war they were to be treated fairly and in accordance with international law. But Barbier had had them arrested specifically on a charge of espionage.

And spies could be hanged.

The worst thing was, she had genuinely no idea what the woman was talking about. Sova had not invaded Sanque; it had certainly not invaded Casimir. And whilst it was not beyond the machinations of Sova to secretly try and stall the Casimirs in order to launch some secretive strike, the northern territories of the Kova Confederation were hundreds and hundreds of miles of steppe and marsh, strategically valueless and impossible for a large army on the march to live off. If the Sovans were going to try anything, it would be to retake the North Kyarai.

Besides, von Brandt and Augustin had seemed genuinely surprised, and such sincere looks of incredulity were very difficult to fake.

The afternoon passed into evening. She permitted herself one brief cry in the middle of the day, a valve to let out some of her frustration; but the door remained closed and locked, and the only sounds were the muffled shouts and screams of the imprisoned.

She had been sitting by the window for two hours, judging by the temple bells, when the bolts were un-shot and the door opened. She looked over sharply to see Captain Jeannette Boucher. She was wearing her naval uniform, as well as gloves and a cape, which she did not remove as she entered. She carried a bottle of wine in her right hand and two goblets in her left.

“I hope you’ve come to explain to me what is going on,” Renata said, mustering as much indignation as she could. But in truth her nerves were overwrought and she was exhausted, and she could not maintain the façade of outrage for long.

Boucher sat down opposite. She smelt of the city streets, of smoke and horses, fresh air and cold stone. It made Renata suddenly nostalgic for Sova.

“I am sorry this has happened,” the captain said, pouring two generous measures of what looked to Renata to be a five-year-old Klokanpolje. “My colleagues have moved more quickly than anticipated. I did not honestly think they would arrest you.”

Renata accepted the goblet of wine gratefully, and had to stop herself from swallowing the whole thing down. “What is going on?” she asked earnestly.

Boucher cocked an eyebrow. “You mean to tell me you genuinely do not know?”

“Captain, I haven’t the faintest fucking clue. I was tasked with joining the legation to impress upon Casimir the seriousness of the situation in the afterlife.”

“Pardieu,” Boucher muttered. “There are Sovan troops in the north.” She paused, and took a sip of wine. “You truly do not know?”

“Madam, please.”

Boucher sighed. “Well, it is as I say. Whether you know about it or not, the fact of it is indisputable. Vratislavbourg has been sacked. A sizeable Sovan force is moving on Port Katie.”

“Neither of those places is in Casimir.”

Boucher scoffed. “Are we all still pretending that Sanque is an independent nation?”

“Point taken.”

“The Secrétaire has exaggerated; there has been no invasion of Hasse or Liendau. Rather, Sovan forces were seen moving through Lieu-dit La Plaine. Some took the Grande Route du Nord to Dernière Chance, but then cut east into Sanque.” She shrugged. “Not so much an invasion as a transition. They hold no ground.”

Renata sat back, genuinely shocked. “I know nothing of this. Madam, I am not sure the Empress even knows of this, or she did not when I left Sova.” She thought a moment. “You are certain it is Sovan soldiers?”

“Who else could it be?”

“Well, there is the plague.”

“This is what I want to speak to you about. Well, one of the things, at any rate.”

“And they were not just transiting to the New East?”

“Non, as I say, they are turning away from the Alda River Valley south to Port Katie. At least, that is what the latest reports say.” Boucher drained the last of her goblet, and poured another measure. “Tell me about the plague.”

“Sounds to me like you already know.”

Boucher gave Renata a quizzical look. “What do you mean?”

“The Saekas have been warning you about the Great Silence. At least, that is what Madame Barbier said.”

“Ah, mais oui. You have heard the same thing, then? About the Selureii in Draedaland?”

“Yes. Opening a conduit to the afterlife. Exposing people’s minds, people’s souls, to the Vorr.”

Boucher opened her mouth, paused, then closed it again. After a while, she said, “I missed that part.”

“What is it you know?”

“I do not know anything. But what we were told by the Saekas was that the…” she shook her head helplessly, “les armées de l’Enfer were assaulting the fastness of heaven.”

Renata took some time to explain what they knew of the Vorr, endlessly grateful to the pagan Saekas – to Casimir what the pagans of Draedaland were to Sova – for apparently having seeded the nature and scope of the prophecy in the governing minds of Iliyanabourg.

“What I do not know is why you have not taken steps to secure your northern borders,” she concluded as Boucher sat staring out the window, her brow furrowed. “You were told of the virulent nature of the plague months ago. We warned you in official dispatches. I remember those missives being sent out.”

Boucher, greatly vexed, waved her off. “It was all dismissed as a ruse. With the war in the Kyarai, it was assumed to be a distraction.”

“Even with the corroboration from the Saekas?”

“Oh.” She grunted dismissively. “When has anybody taken the pagans seriously?”

Renata pinched the bridge of her nose. “And now? That you have heard it from me?”

“It was never me you had to convince. I am talking about the marquise, the government, the Prince Himself. I have long appreciated if not the specific nature of the threat then at least its gravity. You forget, Madam Ambassador, that it was I who sought you out in the Palais de Casimir. We have all heard the screams of the anguished dead through the aether. But my government is adept at deluding itself. They are all pretending that if they ignore the matter for long enough, it will go away by itself.”

“So what is it they plan to do about it?”

“Nothing whatever. The idea that this is all some Sovan ruse concocted following the loss of the Kyarai is too ingrained, too baked in to their thinking. You came here to make common cause with us, yes? I have seen the fortifications of the Iris Isles.”

“Yes, precisely,” Renata said, despondent. “To help us. To make peace with the Stygion; to reinforce the Eye of the Sea.”

“Why? What is the significance of the Eye?”

“It is the only permanent gateway to the afterlife.”

Boucher gave her an unamused look. “Thank you for the history lesson; I mean in the present context.”

“It is the only place where the armies of Hell could break through to the mortal plane.”

Boucher shook her head. “Nema would tear down the gate before allowing anyone through.”

“Not unless it was opened from this side.”

“Who would do such a thing? Who could do such a thing?”

“There is only one artefact that we know of that could open it,” Renata said glumly.

“What’s that?”

“The Blood Stone.”

“Where is it?”

“We don’t—”

Renata stopped as a thought struck her, a frightening, insidious thought.

“How many men?” she asked Boucher.

“Hm? What?”

“How many men? How many Sovans? Soldiers? In the north?”

Boucher blew out her lips. “Twenty, thirty thousand?”

Renata bit at the fingernails of her right hand. “Shit,” she muttered.

“What? What is it?”

“I have a feeling I might know who that is.”

“Who?”

“Colonel Atanasov.” She massaged her temples, her eyes screwed closed. She remembered meeting Atanasov in the capital, at the inception of the arcane task force. The woman was a Sova-first jingo, of that there had been no doubt, unhappy at the prospect of reining von Oldenburg in.

“What? What are you talking about?”

Renata looked at Boucher helplessly. “Nema, she’s betrayed us.”







XVIII

The Long Seed

“There are few more worthy of contempt than the man who excuses himself the burden of making the world a better place; who declares that ‘mankind is doomed’ and there is naught to be done about it. Such people seek to shock and impress with their affected indifference, but in truth they are the most pathetic of creatures, tepid of spirit and intellectually vacant. Resist them vigorously; reject their philosophical stool without hesitation.”

QARESHIAN PHILOSOPHER IMRAN SAJJAD
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River Draga

PRINCE BISHOPRIC OF SANQUE

They made north, avoiding the Alda River Valley altogether, until they got to the Ena Split. There, what had once been Fort Kleist was abandoned and overgrown, with no sign of it having ever been occupied. The whole thing might have been a fever dream.

They crossed the old pontoon bridge and continued on, retracing footsteps almost a year old. The first time Peter had come this way, he had been a captive of the Kato, febrile and terrified. Now it felt like a homecoming.

They pressed north-east into the foothills of the Great Northern Barrier Range. The weather was clement, and they travelled under fast blue skies speckled with white cloud. The wind was almost constant, rustling the forests in a susurrus that sounded like whispering. It might well have been. The skin of the aether was thin here.

They paused to take a break on a small plateau. To the west, Lake Ena stretched, an enormous glittering plate of blue glass.

“You should eat something,” Peter said to Olwin.

She nodded, and opened a small leather pouch of seeds and berries which she had collected en route. There was nothing to hunt here, no game whatever, it having all been long frightened away by the dread aura of the Kato; and knowing this, they had prepared and husbanded their supplies. Peter required nothing, though he still occasionally reached automatically for a skin of water, or a sliver of cured meat. It was hard to shake the habit of a lifetime.

“Your people will claim this land soon?” Olwin asked, nodding to the vast stretch of open country beneath them.

“I expect so. At some point,” Peter replied. “Though not the plains,” he added, pointing to where the Gvòrod Steppe stretched beyond Lake Ena.

“Why?”

He shrugged. “Just grass, isn’t it.”

Now Olwin shrugged. “Cattle eat grass. Sheep. All livestock. Horses. Think of the nomads of the Tegsh Tal.”

“Hm,” Peter grunted. “Maybe one day.”

“For now you take the lands of the Kestrelli, jes? The Daedii. Red Coves, Saekas, Caruthii, Black Mountains, Kasar.”

“Yes, I suppose so.”

Olwin sat in silence for a moment, her eyes closed, face turned up to the sun.

“And you are comfortable? With that?” she asked.

“I never really thought about it.”

Olwin snorted derisively. “You were in army.”

“Yes.”

“You were the reason Sova was able to claim these lands. A thought is but thought without hand to give life. Conquest is thought. Soldier is hand, jes?”

“Sova has claimed many lands over the centuries. As has Casimir. Qaresh used to claim the dynasties of the Southern Plains. Ereba, Balabria, Zyrah. The Ayakashis conquered the Han Goans and Golden Islanders. The Brigalanders used to hold hundreds of miles of Draedaland. Pagans fighting and killing pagans, and claiming their land. Seolhcastel for one.”

“What is your point? That because it is commonplace, it is acceptable?”

“No,” Peter said. “Just that; that it is commonplace. Fighting, killing, conquering… it is as intrinsic to us as our livers and brains. I do not think we shall ever be free of the compulsion. Nor,” he added morosely, “does it seem to be a compulsion limited to the inhabitants of the mortal plane.”

“All of this, these things… easy to say when you have not been conquered yourselves,” Olwin said. She kept her face turned up to the sun, as though she could draw its energy like a flower. “I never thought I could love a Sovan,” she said eventually.

“Nor I a pagan.”

“We should be enemies.”

Peter was quiet for a moment, he too relishing the breeze, the late-afternoon sun. In spite of the content of the conversation, the day was so pleasant, so peaceful, it was impossible to get angry. “Is that why you are asking me these questions?”

Olwin nodded after a while. “Sometimes I feel I am… perfidanta… betraying my people.”

Peter was surprised at how much this stung him, but how could it have been any other way? Their relationship was born of wicked circumstance, two people thrown between the gears of history and pressed into a whole. Their connexion was an unbreakable bond forged from Fate’s steel – but was it love? True love? The kind of profound, heartfelt affection one associated with the word? Or was it more a compulsion, an unyielding urgency, the need to be with one another because that was the only way to make sense of the hand they had been dealt?

“However you feel about me, I cannot tell you how important you are to me. How deeply I value your companionship.”

“Oh, Petro,” she muttered, slapping him on the shoulder. “I said I loved you, jes?”

“You did,” he replied, slowly.

“You think my love is lesser? A pagan love? Weak like water, not strong like Sovan love?” She said the last four words in a mock Saxan accent, loud and stentorian.

Peter laughed. “Very good. Is that me?”

She nodded, her eyes still closed in the face of the sun’s powerful golden rays. “Jes. Foolish Sovans. Gentle and kind as individuals; a scourge as nation.”

He rested back on his elbows. They might have been two lovers enjoying a picnic on the banks of the Sauber.

“Not long now,” he said, casting a glance up the hillside. There was nothing to be seen save for the endless mixture of evergreen and deciduous trees. They filled the air with their heady pine scent. How nice it would be, how pleasant, to spend some time here; to live quietly, free from the shackles of their mission. To just exist, and find joy in existence. To breathe clear air, to revel in the beauty of the natural world, to languish, day upon day, tending to matters no more pressing than food, drink and shelter.

Olwin leant over and kissed him. Wordlessly, she began to unbutton his jacket.

“Wait,” Peter murmured.

“I don’t want to wait,” she said with some urgency.

“It’s not… I’m not—”

She gasped as she pulled his jacket and shirt open.

“Dioj,” she breathed. She reached out a trembling hand and traced it over the ridges of his lignified arm. It was at his shoulder now, and fresh tendrils were beginning to spread down his ribs.

“It’s getting worse,” he said bitterly. He had been trying to convince himself that the process was slowing, perhaps even pausing. But Olwin’s reaction was enough to crush that small, stupidly hopeful part of his brain to powder.

“It is,” she said. She looked him in the eyes, and he saw in her expression a genuine fear. “We must remove it.”

“I don’t think it will make a difference,” he said. “I don’t think anything on this earth will make a difference now.”

“What if it reaches your heart? Your brain?”

Peter thought of the tree-man in the forest, rooted in place for centuries. How could his own fate be anything else? It filled him with a burning resentment, like molten copper in his stomach. In other circumstances he might have killed himself, but he could not even do that, not with the Vorr waiting in the next plane. What a strange thing it was – to be bound to life in such a way.

“Perhaps the Kato will have the answer.”

“Perhaps,” Olwin said. She examined the hillside, and then their surroundings more broadly. “Do you think being here is making it worse?”

Peter swallowed. How perceptive she was; how handily she unearthed his private fears.

“I think so,” he said.

Quietly, gently, she moved to rebutton his shirt and jacket.

“I still want to, if you do,” he said, and meant it. Sex would soon be another human experience, like eating, drinking and breathing, that would be for ever lost to him.

She smiled sadly, and nodded, and sat astride his waist; and they made love with the quiet intensity of two people who knew it would be the last time.
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That night Peter dreamt of a large figure with antlers and coal-black skin standing in front of an enormous circular gate. Either side of him stretched a great chasm, and the foot of the chasm was filled with the skeletal remains of gigantic soldiers.

Peter drifted towards the back of the figure. Behind its head crackled a halo of pink runes that stung his eyes to look at. The figure was examining the gate, preparing to open it. There was no doubt in Peter’s mind that beyond lay the incomprehensible psychic prison of the Vorr.

“Why are you doing this?” he asked in that leaden, unmoving air.

The figure turned, presenting to Peter his ghastly visage – an eyeless skull with three mouths stacked vertically, each overflowing with blood like spilt mouthfuls of red wine.

He gripped Peter by his left arm.

THIS IS NOTHING BUT A MEMORY, he said, and Peter’s arm was suddenly aflame with agony, and he was thrown upwards into the sky, and the dream was dissolving –
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“Shh! Peter! Quiet! You must be quiet!” Olwin was hissing above him.

Peter gripped the rough bark of his left arm where it sang in agony.

“My arm,” he breathed. It felt as though it were on fire. “Nema, the pain!”

“Kato will hear you, yes? Please, you must be quiet. Please!”

Peter clenched his teeth tightly together. “Off, get the damn thing off,” he growled.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean cut my fucking arm off!”

“Petro, please, please hush, you must be quiet.”

“Olwin, get it off. Get it off now. I can’t bear it, I can’t bear this thing attached to me, I can’t bear the pain of it.”

“Oleni,” she hissed. “Now?”

“Yes, damn it, right now. As high up as you can. There’s nothing to save.”

They were fortunate that the moon was a waxing gibbous, and cast a silvery glow over the foothills. Olwin grabbed her satchel and pulled out her hand-axe. It was ferociously sharp, used as much for cutting firewood as for slaying Casimirs and rival pagan confederates in the river valley, and would make short work of the offending limb.

“Are you sure?” she asked, her pale face a mask of concern.

Peter could still feel the grip of the demon on his arm. It scalded like molten iron.

“I’m sure,” he said, panting. He was suddenly filled with a sense of panicked revulsion. He needed the arm to be removed more than he had ever needed anything.

Between them they pulled off his shirt and jacket, exposing his torso to the moonlight. Olwin gasped.

“What? What is it?” Peter asked, looking down. A feeling of profound dismay filled him to the brim. “Damn,” was all he could muster.

The lignification had spread beyond any sense of confinement. Not only was everything to the left of his breastbone scaly and brown and splintered, but there were patches spreading beneath his ribs, across his stomach, penis, saddle, and even tendrils snaking up the side of his neck. Not only that, but the arm was – literally – branching, with new twig-like extrusions and nascent saplings flourishing from it. Here, in the New East, where the skin of the aether was thin thanks to the presence of the mysterious spear, the process was accelerating with frightening speed.

“By Nema, it shall be done with in days,” he said, breathless with terror.

Olwin slowly put the axe down.

“What are you doing?” he asked. “Olwin! Hey!”

She shook her head, and in so doing sent a moon-silvered tear tumbling to the ground. “No point,” she said, running a hand from his chest to his stomach. “There is no point.”

She was right. It was hopeless.

The pain in the arm faded, as though it sensed their decision. Olwin moved to put his shirt and jacket back on, but he stopped her.

“Just leave it,” he muttered. “I don’t need it.”

She didn’t like that, he could tell. But it was true; he didn’t feel the chill of the night’s witching hour, the damp of the loam beneath them. He did not need to eat, nor drink, nor shelter. He could not enjoy sex any more, could not procreate. Did not have a soul. He was not human by any measure of the word. Why pretend? He might as well get everyone used to the idea now.

“Please,” Olwin said, brandishing the shirt.

But Peter just shook his head. “There is no point,” he said quietly.
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At dawn they struck camp and continued on. The clearings were fewer and fewer now, the forest thicker. The air was cooler, too, the higher up they climbed. It would not be long before they reached the encampment.

“I think we are being followed,” Olwin whispered to him as they paused by a stream for her to refill her water skin.

Peter nodded. “For several hours now,” he said.

She looked at him sharply. “You knew?”

He nodded again. He had seen the dark shapes of the Kato moving briskly and silently through the forest, sometimes as far as a quarter of a mile away, sometimes as close as a few tens of yards. Olwin was a much more capable tracker than he was, and she had not seen them; but for him it was less to do with woodsmanship and more to do with kinship. As much as he feared and loathed the catmen for what they had done to him, had turned him into, there was no denying he was bonded to them in profound and mysterious ways.

They carried on. Peter was drawn to the Kato encampment like a compass needle, and was barely aware of his surroundings as he walked ever onwards and upwards. Olwin, on the other hand, looked around constantly, uneasily. Unlike Peter, she was still spiritually intact, and thus liable to be subjected to the vivisection ritual. Both of them had assumed she would be unmolested as Peter’s companion, but they had been given no reason to think that – least of all by the Kato themselves.

And then, as dusk began to cool the mountainside and the clouds drew in, they reached it.

Peter endured a spell of vertigo as they broke into the settlement’s clearing. There was no mistaking it; here were the wooden structures encircling the trees at canopy height, rope ladders, the communal spaces. It was as bleak and unfurnished as he remembered, with no hint of path or staging areas. Just dry loam and a carpet of desiccated pine needles.

“Stand behind me,” he said. What was his plan? They had been so focused on the end goal, very little thought had been given to the mode and method of achieving it.

The Kato exited from their sundry hiding spots. Some dropped out of the structures, others from behind trees, some simply materialised out of the darkness. They cut precisely the same figures as Peter remembered; tall, powerful, muscular amalgamations of human and wild cat, each riven with disease. Some were so enpoxed they stooped under the weight of tumescent growths. Others were visibly disfigured, having been injured in battle, or during rudimentary surgery.

Behind Peter, Olwin gripped his back, repulsed by both their presentation and their spiritless essence. But if the Kato themselves felt anything, any sense of surprise or emotion whatever, they did not show it. They were as lifeless as the vacants in Vratislavbourg, feline automata with only the appearance of life, waiting out the span of centuries to fulfil their preordained purpose.

“The spear,” Peter said, his voice alarmingly loud in that hellishly quiet place.

Nothing. Not a breath of movement, no glimmer of recognition. He might as well be speaking to stone statues.

He turned to Olwin, but her natural state of fearless confidence seemed to have abandoned her. For the first time in the course of their relationship, their roles had reversed. It sat uneasily with Peter, who considered himself to be a natural follower.

He turned back to the assembled catmen. Still none had moved.

“Golden spear,” he tried. He had not the faintest notion of their language. This was idiotic. How would it play out if he continued to stand there? Would they simply grow disinterested and leave? Had they been wrong about everything? Were these savage mutants nothing more than the sum of their ghastly parts, an evil Nemanist experiment undertaken on pliable frontier pagans?

And then there was movement. Peter felt a chill run through him, suddenly convinced they were about to be set upon. But a lone Kato stepped forward, the others making space for him.

Peter squinted at the newcomer. Was it… could it be?

Furlan?

“Captain Furlan?”

The Kato’s eyes widened briefly, but that was its only concession to recognition. Still, Peter was sure that this was the catman that had once been Furlan. He recognised the creature’s face, its colouring, its bearing.

Furlan came forward until he was within touching distance of Peter. He was naked, and had the beginnings of a rash of pustules across his chest where the real world tried to reject him. Behind Peter, Olwin shrank back, pulling him off balance.

“Furlan? Is that you? Do you understand me?”

Again there seemed to flash the briefest glimmer of recognition across the catman’s face, before he lapsed to total inscrutability. What else had Peter expected? It had been months since Peter had last been here, ample time for the transformation to fully complete. Whatever had made Furlan Furlan had long been erased from the creature in front of him. Still, Peter had allowed himself a foolish measure of hope, and so found himself being crushed further into a state of depression.

Furlan pointed to a point in the forest behind Peter. Peter turned, but there was nothing there.

“He tell us leave,” Olwin said, her Saxan fracturing under the weight of her fear.

Peter turned again, squinting into the gloom with a sinking feeling in his absent gut.

“No,” he said, as Furlan walked past him to the edge of the settlement clearing. “He’s taking us to see the tree-man.”
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They followed Furlan unquestioningly, whilst the rest of the catmen stood unmoving in their hamlet, frozen in time. Peter held Olwin’s hand. At least she had not been killed outright, or dragged off to be vivisected. That was encouraging.

Peter had come into contact with the tree-man by accident in the dead of night, and so had no notion of what he looked like beyond some vague sense of a lignified skeletal horror. Now he saw as they approached that the whole area was one great shrine, with a processional fashioned from stones and tree branches leading up to the prophet himself.

“Nema,” he breathed. The tree was an enormous wytch elm, ancient, reaching a hundred feet into the gloam. Within the trunk was a natural alcove, and within that was the tree-man himself, like a shrunken cadaver made of bark, his legs fully fused to the trunk, his feet spilling out and tapering into roots. His skin was patchy with rust-coloured lichen, his skull stained with bird droppings. Set upon his head was a crown of green new growth, too localised and specific to be anything other than a deliberate affectation.

Peter felt a deep-seated sense of dread as they moved down the processional, like supplicants approaching an altar. There was something about the way the scene was set out, deliberately constructed to convey a sense of reverence that the Kato did not seem capable of feeling, that was deeply disturbing. What power did this tree-man have over them?

There was a creaking, crepitating sound. Olwin gasped. A hand crackled free from the trunk and extended out towards Peter. The Kato-Furlan seemed as frightened and awed by the tree-man as they did, and could not even bring himself to look at it. Rather, he kept his gaze locked on the ground, and stopped a good five yards in front of the alcove, gesturing for Peter to approach with the same bizarre awkwardness as an adolescent introducing a new beau to a parent.

<You are returned. Come now, and learn the truth. You are ready> said a voice in Peter’s head.

Peter approached the tree unsteadily.

“What are you doing?” Olwin asked. She sounded distant, her voice muffled. “Petro! What are you doing?”

The tree-man held out his ancient hand, and Peter’s left arm, long rendered rigid and useless, became suddenly imbued with fresh green life. He looked at it, wide-eyed, able to move and articulate it as though it were his old flesh-and-blood arm.

“Nema,” he breathed.

<Come> the tree-man commanded testily. <Time is running out>

Peter reached out with his wooden arm and clasped the outstretched hand of the tree-man.

And he learnt the truth.







XIX

The Fortunes of War

“As with a sword in its scabbard and a pistol in its sash, so the largest naval force in the world deters nothing if it spends all of its time in the harbour.”

ADMIRAL JENNA CURIC
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Port Talaka

KASAR KYARAI

Another hot, blustery day passed, another day of perfect westerly wind, in the afternoon so strong they could have wrung eight knots out of the Hyena. But the chain remained in place, and the authorities silent.

In the ship, the atmosphere grew rancid. The hands were preoccupied with preparing for Laine’s raid, and in the end one hundred and twenty men, women and Kasar had been selected to fight, as well as the Marines. The latter had been divided into three companies of ten, and each would spearhead a raiding party of forty hands. Laine would lead one, Captain Stein would lead another, and Lieutenant Mayer the third – much to the dismay of Lieutenant Parish, who was to remain on the Hyena and command the larboard battery. Reputations – and ranks – were made and climbed off the back of such raids.

To make matters worse, the transferees from the Suigyū made the Hyena even more crowded than usual, though the Ayakashis were helpful and respectful, and their fighters in the Taiyosenshi seemed capable and eager to fight, as men and women who have trained all their life to do a thing are keen to. Still, Laine would not risk them on this raid. His task was to bring Kuroda and the Taiyosenshi to the Iris Isles, and if he could keep the Ayakashis intact – even at the expense of his own men – he would. That was the mission, after all, and Sova expected its captains to go to great lengths to achieve their objectives.

Laine ordered a yellow jack be flown to warn the port authorities of disease aboard. Although there was a prevalent and legitimate fear of typhus in the increasingly moist and sweltering conditions below decks, the jack’s purpose was to discourage Casimiran commissioners from trying to board. They took down sails to be “dried” and “repaired”, draping them over the guns where crews subtly loaded canvas bags of grapeshot into the twelve-pounders, and the ship’s carpenter and his mates hastily constructed gangways to bridge the gap between the shore and the Hyena’s larboard rail.

“How long are the ladders?” Laine said that evening.

“They should span twenty feet, ten broad,” the carpenter replied.

“Be about it, then,” Laine muttered, and the man left. He turned as Parish appeared at his right elbow.

“Do you think they suspect anything?” the lieutenant asked.

“Impossible to tell,” Laine grumbled. He was much too hot, and much too aware of the ship, how heavy she sat in the water from the extra weight – tonnes of Ayakashis and their stores. The Suigyū lay alongside them, its massive blackwood bulk standing ten feet proud of the Hyena’s quarterdeck. “It matters not; we shall attack tonight either way.”

Parish nodded. “I shall pass on the word.”

“Let’s have the main meal now. And give everybody a double ration of brandy.”

“Sir,” Parish said, and left.

Laine examined the shore battery. They would have to engage the guns facing the river first. Speed would be of the absolute essence. Fortunately they had Kasar with them.

He took what might well be his last meal with Kuroda in the great cabin.

“How are you feeling?” he asked the onmyoji. The man looked a little better, though where he had before been drained from his magickal misadventure, now he looked drained by much more mortal concerns. They needed a good blow of sea air through the decks to clear away the rancid atmosphere. The whole ship was becoming unbearably ripe.

“Fine,” Kuroda said. “Better.” He nibbled timidly at a biscuit, picking out a weevil and flicking it away.

“For the duration of the action I want you as far out of harm’s way as possible. You are to take a bodyguard of Taiyosenshi and secrete yourself away in the orlop. Do you understand?”

Kuroda, like his Ayakashi countrymen, was not pleased to be relegated to the sidelines of the raid; but Laine had impressed upon him, and he knew anyway, that his value lay not in this skirmish but in the grand mortal works overlaying everything.

“Yes,” he said.

“You must eat heartily, and recover your strength. Have you spoken to Ms Narváez?” he added, referring to the ship’s surgeon.

“Not yet,” Kuroda mumbled.

Laine harrumphed. “Mr Kuroda, it is all for naught if you do not tend to your health. I shall not squander the lives of my men just for you to perish of gaol fever half a week later.”

“I shall take care,” Kuroda replied, preoccupied.

Laine rolled his eyes. “I am not your father, man, but whilst you are aboard this ship, I am your master. And I am ordering you to tend to your health.”

Silence.

Laine dabbed his mouth, and threw his napkin on the table. He had no appetite whatever ahead of the night’s bloodshed. “The orlop, Mr Kuroda,” he added sternly, and left.
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They waited in silence on the upper deck for the light to drain from Port Talaka.

Everything was as ready as it could be made. They had had some good fortune. The Hyena was hardly the only ship, Sovan or otherwise, transiting the Yaro, and the chain had resulted in an extraordinary backlog of vessels struggling to remain static on the broad, deep and fast-flowing river. It had created chaotic conditions, and utterly distracted the soldiers and commissioners on the embankment.

“Clearly the Casimirs do not have orders permitting offensive action,” Laine muttered to Parish as both men examined the fortifications through one of the cracked larboard gunports.

“What do you mean?”

“Think on it. They have been told by Iliyanabourg to close the Yaro to Sovan shipping. But they have not been ordered to take the Hyena, or any other vessels for that matter. What can they do? The harbour chain provides a fig leaf of deniability. They are not arresting us; we just cannot cross into the Jade Sea. It means something is happening, but nobody quite knows what.”

“My guess is a declaration of war is going to reach the Kyarai in the next day or two,” Parish said.

“I agree,” Laine replied.

All around them, Marines and hands waited, gripping cutlasses, axes, pikes, pistols. Gun crews crouched in eight-man teams – captains, loaders, spongers, powdermen – behind their twelve-pounders, each fully cast loose. Everyone sweated. The upper deck was filled with the thumping of hearts, ragged, trembling breath, singing blood. Sitting, standing, crouching awkwardly, all of them taut like the salt-swollen shrouds, waiting…

Waiting…

Waiting.

“By Nema’s slit, let’s have it done with,” someone muttered.

“Quiet there!” Captain Stein hissed. “Thurstan, take that man’s name!”

The silence resumed.

The city’s temples tolled the tenth bell. Laine squinted into the growing darkness. It was a good night for it, a nice south-westerly breeze, a decent amount of cloud over the moon. Port Talaka seemed to suffer from a near constant haze, too. The wolfmen were fond of burning things – field stubble, braziers, Victorianists.

“Those guns are well attended,” Parish whispered.

“We shall give them a good winnowing,” Laine said. He looked about the upper deck, gauging the mood. Soon the hands’ nerves would become overwrought. Sobriety would begin to reassert itself, and their fighting spirit would turn to water. He clacked his tongue; he wanted to give it another hour, but an hour was a long time for dogheartedness to get its hooks into a person.

“All hands ready for action,” he muttered to Parish.

“All hands ready for action,” Parish relayed to Mayer.

“All hands ready for action,” Mayer said to Captain Stein and the gaggle of midshipmen standing next to him like children clutching at their mother’s skirts. The tension in the air thickened. Knuckles whitened; the atmosphere became rank with the smell of brandy sweat. This was the hardest part of the plan, for a great many things had to successfully happen in a very short space of time.

Laine gritted his teeth. “Let fly.”

The gunports were thrown open and the twelve-pounders run out. Within seconds the lanyards were pulled, the gunlocks triggered, and the larboard side of the Hyena erupted in an enormous pall of white smoke. The air cracked with thunder as a quarter-tonne of grape was sent into the Casimirs manning the coastal fort. Caught in the open and completely unaware, many were blasted to bits before they could draw breath to scream.

As the guns of the upper deck were cast loose, and quickly sponged and reloaded, the quarterdeck crews rushed to man the guns there, too, and gave the Casimirs a second, smaller broadside that still rendered another dozen men and women dead or lifelong amputees.

“That’s it,” Laine growled with savage pleasure. “That’ll do it!”

The raiding parties moved at speed up onto the quarterdeck now, too, and the gangplanks were thrown across the gap between the Hyena and the embankment. Laine led his cohort across the leftmost, he the first man over, and with his pistol blasted the brains out of one Casimir gun captain before partially decapitating a loader. But already these artillery crews were decimated, and Laine swept past. The stragglers of the raiding party would spike the guns for good measure.

He looked across to see Kasar from both Stein and Mayer’s cohorts bounding ahead on all fours like hounds set loose, unconstrained by the ordered, regimented land warfare of the army. They were able to quickly scale the riverside walls and set about the Casimirs and Sudreiks there, the former dispatched with frightening ease, the latter not so much. In fact it was the Sudreik wolfmen that gave Laine pause. He would go toe to toe with any human being on the planet, but the Kasar were living weapons. And they were fast – gods, they were fast.

He had ordered everyone to keep shouting and cheering to an absolute minimum, though this was one of the great compulsions of warfare. Still, they mounted the outer walls using the gangplanks as ladders, cut down the remaining Casimirs on the banquette there, and dropped down into the marshalling yard beyond.

Laine’s objective was the cantonment, the one containing Marshal Sauvageot. By now the Casimirs were starting to realise what was going on, and soldiers and Sudreiks were coming out of the woodwork. But it seemed that the Sovans had achieved almost total surprise, and inside of a minute, most of the defenders of the cantonment had been swiftly killed, either impaled on boarding pikes, or hacked down by cutlasses, or their skulls split by hand-axes. A lucky few were given quarter when they quickly threw down their weapons, but the Sudreiks, driven by righteous Conformist fury, often required several men and dozens of deep, vicious strikes to bring them down.

The attackers smashed their way into the cantonment and shot, stabbed, cut or clubbed everyone inside. Laine barged his way to the top floor, to where Sauvageot, more enterprising than the majority of his men – or at least better warned – had barricaded the door with his heavy desk. Laine flinched as a pistol ball punched through it at head height, kissing his right cheek and opening the skin there.

“Get it down!” he roared, and two Kasar with boarding axes reduced it to splinters in half a minute. Sauvageot was standing at the far end of the room, reloading; Laine thrust his own pistol through the hole in the door and shot the man directly through the heart. He collapsed to the floor, dead.

“Get the documents and burn the rest!” Laine shouted to his men. They barged past him into the office, ransacking everything – the desk, cabinets, a wardrobe. Bottles of wine were smashed open and quickly drunk, fine cigars were snatched up and pocketed to be bartered later. The place was comprehensively looted, and then set ablaze with gusto.

Laine was already moving back out of the cantonment. Alarum bells were crashing through the city now as the Casimirs roused themselves. Lieutenant Parish was directing cannon fire from the bow chaser onto the big thirty-six-pounders overlooking the mouth of the river, but otherwise the Hyena was now getting ready to make sail. There was enough in the way of wind and current to carry the frigate out to sea – if the chain could be released.

Laine exited the cantonment and swiftly climbed onto the inner wall. Beyond, the casemate hugged the contour of the north bank of the Yaro, stretching away a hundred yards to where the main artillery battery stood overlooking the Jade Sea approach. There, Captain Stein and his men were being kept at bay by a sizeable force of Casimirs firing from the fortified approach to the north chain house.

“Fuck and blast,” Laine grunted. “Come on!” he snarled to his company, and they cut along the embankment and past the long line of abandoned thirty-six-pounders now spiked by the Sovans. Eventually he drew up to Captain Stein, who was locked in an exchange of fire with a company of enemy fusiliers. He was about to berate the man for allowing himself to be jammed up at such a crucial moment, when he saw the problem. Here the casemate wall was cut into a deep U shape that curved around the northern chain house, so that the latter stood on a small fortified island in the river connected to the easternmost tip of the casemate by a narrow and easily severed bridge. Worse, the chain house was set back from the edge of the casemate, so that the only way to hit it with cannon was to draw perfectly parallel to it – impossible thanks to the placement of the chain itself. It was a cunning piece of architecture, designed to prevent precisely what Laine was now trying to achieve. It had also been completely impossible to see from where the Hyena reposed.

“Nema Victoria and all the fucking saints,” Laine growled as he ducked back behind the wall and wiped sweat and blood from his face. Even if Lieutenant Mayer was somehow able to hook around to the north-east and find his way along the fullest extent of the sea-facing casemate, the Casimirs could simply cut the bridge to the chain house and wait for reinforcements.

“What are your orders, Captain?” Stein asked.

Laine was rarely a man given to self-doubt, but he realised now that this had been a fool’s errand. And having now triggered a serious international incident – and possibly war itself, if it had not already been in the offing – his options were very limited indeed.

“Shit. Shit, fuck and blast,” he growled. What to do, what to do? The matter was completely out of hand. They had not a hope of getting to the chain, and whilst the chain was in place the enterprise was hopeless. He could cut round and take the entire sea fort, and then… What? Hold it? Defend it against an entire city of Sudreiks? He could try and take the chain house anyway, with boats. Or he could repair everyone back to the Hyena and tow it back upstream – presumably under fire from the embankment. He looked across the Yaro, to where the southern casemates were now beginning to fire, as predicted, on the Suigyū.

He sat with his back to the wall whilst musket balls zapped through the air, striking the stone and filling the hot air of the fastness with flashes of igniting gunpowder and the unmistakable stench of saltpetre. No, they had to try and take the chain house. As impossible as it was going to be, they had to take it or die in the attempt.

“You, lad!” he shouted to the nearest midshipman, whose name had briefly deserted him. “Go to Lieutenant Mayer. Tell him to get around to the far side of the casemate, yes? Try and get that bridge before the Casimirs cut it. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” the lad replied, and scurried off.

“Look out!”

“Watch there!”

Laine looked up just in time to see several blurry shapes soar overhead. They landed in front of Stein’s Marines, a dozen Sudreiks stripped to the waist and wearing gloves mounted with large steel claws. They immediately and ferociously began to tear into the Marines. It was a horror show, pure butchery, and although several of the wolfmen took musket balls to the trunk, they continued on in a drug-addled berserker frenzy, tearing out throats, shredding faces, impaling hearts, livers, kidneys, guts.

Laine threw himself into the melee, knowing there was nothing for it but to fight. Here, balanced atop this section of casemate, with the rapid, foamy waters of the Yaro waiting to swallow the unwary, it was much like fighting on the quarterdeck of a ship. That, at least, was well-trodden ground.

He had long ago learnt that a real fight was pure chaos, in which a sword would be swung in just about any way it could be and fancy moves and gambits were forgotten in an instant. So it was here, as he threw his weight behind a cutlass swing that cleaved a wolfman’s upper arm in two vertically – a bizarre injury and the first of its kind Laine had ever inflicted. The Kasar roared in lupine fury, and Laine was certain the creature was about to decapitate him, when Stein killed it with his pistol. Thereafter, and to Laine’s dismay, the Marine captain himself was killed – disembowelled by a Kasar and then stabbed through the chest. The second, fatal injury at least spared him the agonies of the first.

Laine roared his own fury and cut deep into the back of another wolfman, severing his spinal cord and paralysing him from the chest down. He narrowly dodged a musket ball to the face from one of his own sailors as the woman shot a Kasar point-blank through the eyeball, showering Laine in grey matter; in turn, Laine then nearly chopped the stomach of one of his own men in two, mistaking him for a Casimir, before he pulled the blade at the last moment.

It was then he realised then that the melee was done with.

He assessed the situation as best he could, though the fortress was now wreathed in smoke and chaos and darkness. Still, it looked bleak. Mayer had not made great progress around the east of the casemate, and appeared to be mired behind breastworks where the Casimiran artillery crews had formed a surprisingly effective gun line across the elevation of the northern glacis.

“What a fool I have been,” he muttered angrily to himself. To squander his own life was one thing; to squander the lives of his hands was another entirely.

It was at that moment that he looked across to the Hyena. He squinted once again through the smoky darkness, and then blinked and rubbed his eyes.

“What is he…?” he murmured. He stood and approached the south-facing embankment, looking west back up the river. The Suigyū was taking a pounding now from the thirty-six-pounders on the other side of the Yaro, though it was doing its job, protecting the Hyena with its enormous solid bulk.

“Kuroda,” he growled.

The damned onmyoji was not where he was supposed to be – in the orlop, along with a bodyguard of his Taiyosenshi. He was standing at the forecastle, directly above the ship’s wooden hyena figurehead, shirtless and moving his arms in strange ways.

Laine looked around for another midshipman to collar, and found Plesic.

“Plesic, get back to the ship. Tell Mr Parish to arrest the onmyoji and put him in the brig. Do you understand?”

Plesic, a brave lad but still very much a lad, nodded at this welcome excuse to exit the fight, and scuttled back along the embankment in the direction of the Hyena. The frigate was now preparing to make sail.

“Damn him. Damn that man,” Laine said as the battle raged around him, transfixed by Kuroda’s recklessness. A good shot from one of those cannon at the southern casemate would absolutely obliterate him, or at least dislodge him into the Yaro – a turbulent stream that would drag him down fifteen fathoms and pin him to its floor. What was it that was so damned important he had to risk his life, and their entire mission, for?

His hand tightened around the grip of his cutlass. More than he himself had risked? A sense of guilt settled heavily in his gut. Still, whilst he faced capture and inevitable execution, the Ayakashis faced nothing more than a spell of imprisonment. It was that which vexed Laine so. If Kuroda could just keep his head on his shoulders for five minutes, he would live.

He let out a roar of frustration and turned to where the Casimiran artillerymen continued to fire on them with their little fusils. “Come on! With me!” he roared. He corralled the remaining Marines into order and had them put the Casimirs’ heads down, whilst he himself along with several others grabbed the gangplank and threw it against the wall. Laine was once again the first up, privately, spinelessly wishing to be killed to avoid the fallout for the monumental events he had instigated, but spared by the mere fortunes of war. He dispatched several men, clumsily, brutally, and most of the rest fled. One took a swing at him with a cannon mop, only to be impaled by a Sovan Marine’s bayonet. But now they had taken this part of the casemate, there was nothing to be done. They still could not achieve the northern chain house, and had succeeded only in killing a few more of the enemy. The Casimirs had to do nothing but wait.

Laine returned to the embankment, gripping the stone balustrade. To his anger and frustration, Kuroda looked still to be in place – and worse, Plesic and Lieutenant Parish were both there, so there was no doubt as to Laine’s orders having been passed on.

“Just what in the damned fucking hell is going on?” he demanded – and then stopped.

Something stirred in the mouth of the river, and it was no freak whitecap. Laine’s eyes were immediately drawn to a chevron of churned water advancing from the Jade Sea, the kind of parting one might expect from the dorsal fin of a large white shark, except this was much larger and there was no sign of a fin.

“What the devil?” he muttered, the battle forgotten. The air was filled with a strange quality, undefinable, a curious mixture of heaviness and tension that caused his teeth to hurt and heart to flutter. His eyes flickered between Kuroda, now moving with great purpose, and the wake.

“Nema!” he cried as an enormous shape breached the skin of the Yaro. It took him a moment to work out what it was: a mature bull ram whale. It reared perfectly over the chain and seemed to be suspended above it for several long seconds; then it collapsed, all thirty-five long tonnes of it. Laine turned sharply to the chain house, where the chain itself was yanked free from the concrete fastness with a great bang like a cannon being fired, and across the breadth of the Yaro appeared a perfect line of churned water as it splashed and sank into the depths.

He was so overcome with elation he felt his heart might give out. Now he regretted entirely his rashness. He had been so focused on protecting Kuroda that he’d neglected to consider whether the man and his sorceries might have been usefully employed.

“Back! Back to the ship!” he roared. He turned, pointing to several Marines. “Fetch Mr Mayer and his men, immediately! All hands back to the ship!”

His heart punched against his sternum, and sweat poured from his brow. Had they done it? Had they snatched victory from the jaws of defeat? Already he could see the Hyena’s sails tumbling down and filling with the fortunate south-westerly.

The Casimiran guns from the southern casemate seemed to fire with greater intensity; already the Suigyū was listing. She would not take this punishment for much longer.

“Back! All of you back!” he roared until he was hoarse. “Back to the ship!”

He vaulted the parapet and climbed back down the gangplank, which several wolfmen hoisted up and carried it to the next defilade. Laine looked over his right shoulder.

“Nema, if you have ever loved me, spare Mr Mayer and his men,” he breathed. They were so far out, stretched across the distant sea wall of the northern casemate. One small company of enterprising Casimirs could easily cut them off.

He dropped down to the last wall, and then into the staging area next to the cantonment, now consumed by a great conflagration. Here were a few more Casimirs, a few more Sovan hands lost, and then they were running across the paving to the balustrade of the embankment and throwing the gangplank across the gap to the Hyena.

“Come on, come on!” Laine roared as the Marines and hands took the gangplank at a dead run. “Handsomely now!”

“Should I weigh anchor, sir?” Parish called from the quarterdeck as behind him the Suigyū took another bracing volley of iron. At its current rate it would be on the bottom before they could make good their escape.

“Hold fast!” Laine shouted.

He turned back to the enemy fort. “Come on, Mayer, for the love of Nema.”

And then – there! Mayer and what remained of his cohort rounded the north-western corner of the wall and made for the Hyena at a sprint, each man, woman and Kasar flecked with blood, stained with soot and pissing sweat.

“Excellent, excellent!” Laine laughed as they dived aboard the frigate, a welcomely large number. “Mr Parish, you may weigh anchor. A full spread, please.”

He walked across the gangplank and kicked it loose – and an enterprising rat with it –as the Hyena caught the wind and pulled away from the embankment. They were chased all the way out by the southern cannon, but the northern guns had all been spiked, or their crews killed, and only desultory fire followed them into the sea.

Laine relished the cold air as it sang through the shrouds and blew away all the vileness of two days’ tropical heat at anchor.

And then his expression fell as Parish approached him, his countenance urgent and grim.

“What is it? Have we been holed?”

Parish shook his head. “No, sir. It’s Mr Kuroda.”

Laine’s heart surged. “What? Is he injured? Gods – killed?”

“No, sir – not yet, at any rate. ’Tis that arcane malady returned, sir, only this time it seems to be much, much worse.”







XX

Primus Inter Deos

“One of the (many) problems with polytheism is that it provides great scope for ‘liturgical fragmentation’; that is to say, some damned fool is going to start preferring one god over the other for no reason at all – and the pious rarely want for a reason to kill.”

GROSSO’S “THE GREAT ROT: THE RISE OF NEMAN CONFORMISM”
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Haugen Highway

SOVA

“Read it to me.”

Gold cleared his throat. “‘Victorianism failed the wolfmen’.” He paused. “I was in the room when she wrote it, you know.”

“But you did not read it, did you?”

“I did not.”

“So read it now,” von Oldenburg said, rubbing his cracked, bleeding hands where Bosko’s teeth had savaged the skin.

Gold read a little more. “Gods, man, this is too much.”

The mantelpiece clock ticked loudly in the common room of the boarding house. Every passing second not dedicated to his task felt like an unforgivable waste of time.

The mechanism was still in his pocket.

“Just read the fucking thing.”

Gold cleared his throat again, and read the reproduction of Bokori’s letter atonally. “‘Victorianism failed the wolfmen and it will fail you. Nema is but one god amongst many. For luck you pray to Kultaar, for safe passage, Stygio. For war we pray to the Soldier, fathers pray to Savare, siblings to Akhaber. We ward ourselves against the malign conspiracies of Kasivar, Malakh, Aegraxes. Reject the Victorianist orthodoxy which would make dependent your salvation upon one indifferent goddess. The wise man cultivates the favour of the full pantheon. This was always the will of the Deti. See the Book of Creus, the taxonomy of heaven. Limit not your love and worship to a single celestial custodian.’ And then it says in a postscript of capital letters: ‘THE VICTORIAN CHURCH IS CORRUPT. THERE IS ANOTHER PATH.’”

Von Oldenburg sat in silence, eyes closed, nodding. “I think that’s rather good.”

“It sounds like lunacy. It sounds like heresy. And what’s this ‘other path’, anyway?”

“Vorantaj dioj,” von Oldenburg breathed. “The Church of the Devouring God.”

Gold groaned, reading the letter again.

“You are not thinking like the commonfolk,” von Oldenburg said. “They do not respond to subtleties, to clever arguments, intellectualisms or facts. Besides, Victorianism is young. There are people alive today whose grandparents remember a Conformist Sova. It was not even called Conformism then. There was no need to differentiate it.”

“What is your point?”

“My point is,” he said through gritted teeth, “that there is a much larger number of Conformist sympathisers and practitioners in this pestilent city than either the government or church would like to admit.”

Gold was quiet for a moment as he examined the letter. “The Victorian Church had nothing to do with the loss of the northern Kyarai.”

Von Oldenburg laughed, long and loud and with genuine incredulity. “Don’t you think I know that? Prince of Hell, man, we’re concerned with religious conversion. What has the truth to do with it?”

“I think people will see through this.”

“I think you dramatically overestimate them. Anyway, time shall tell well enough; the printers have already started turning them out and distributing them about the city.”

Gold looked aghast. “When?”

“Yesterday, of course. We must make it seem as though she killed—and was murdered in turn—for these views.”

“This will bring matters to a head overnight.”

“I’m counting on it.”

“They will hang you for it.”

Von Oldenburg pinched the bridge of his nose. “They? Who? Who will hang me? What remained of the Life Guards has gone, and you command the Yeomanry. Remember? Remember the regiment’s worth of armed men you have in the city?”

There was another silence. Von Oldenburg could feel – physically feel – Gold’s resolve leaving his body.

“Listen,” he said, holding out both his hands. “Remember what this is for. You have heard the screams, yes? The wailing of the dead?”

“Yes,” Gold said quietly.

“Yes! It is everywhere now! A thousand people perish in this city each day, and Nema and her Shrine Guardians whisk them away from their transmutation.” He ignored the aura of confusion emanating from Gold like a noxious gas. “Transmutation. Transmutative salvation.”

“… My lord?”

“Be quiet a minute,” he said. He thought some more. “Subordination.”

“Subordination?”

“I need to speak with some Conformists. Some proper ones. Legitimate ones, ones to whom we could give government positions if needed.”

“Government positions?”

“Stop. Repeating. Everything. I. Say,” Von Oldenburg said, enduring a paroxysm of rage. He drank some tonic. “Fetch me someone who can help.”

“My lord,” Gold said uncertainly.

“Do the pamphlets first.”

“My lord.”

Von Oldenburg vigorously rubbed his temples to the point where it was causing him more pain than if he had left them alone. “It is not just our self-advancement we are concerned with,” he said. “Although that is a welcome corollary.”

“I know that, my lord.”

“We are talking about spiritual salvation. Even Saint Creus was treated as a pariah in her time. When she was spoken to by the gods in Balodiskirch, what do they call that?”

“The Long Insanity.”

“The Long Insanity,” von Oldenburg echoed, slapping his thigh. “Prophets are always too mad for the times. History will see me as a saviour.”

“I’ve no doubt.”

“You could not hope to understand. But you will, one day. Now go. I have an exhibition to run.”
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There was no disguise now, no beard or hat or glasses. He and Broz walked some way into the city so as to hail a cab, and then made their way to the Royal Exhibition Centre. It was a large building of iron and glass with a white marble frontage, and was bracketed by the Senate House to the west and the Imperial Institute for the Scientific Arts to the east. Here, scientists, engineers and industrialists from all over the world demonstrated their inventions and advancements, congregating and competing for investment and prestige.

Von Oldenburg felt giddy as they pulled up outside and he saw the sign that had been draped from the colonnade:

!TODAY: THE FUTURE OF SOVAN THAUMATURGY, INDUSTRY AND THE EMPIRE!

Here, crowds of people milled about, waiting to enter. Not only were there well-to-do merchants, captains of industry and members of the city’s equestrian class in their top hats and summer suits and dresses, but hundreds of commonfolk as well. The former would be looking for something to spend their money on, invest in or, in the case of business rivals, emulate and sabotage. The latter would be hoping for spectacle, a way to pass the time – and all the better if the thing was a dismal, embarrassing failure.

“Oh, it will be a spectacle all right,” von Oldenburg said to the burnt man standing next to him.

The burnt man said nothing.

He and Broz mounted the steps and entered. People parted for him, doffing their caps, performing small curtsies. There were no constables, no yeomen. No members of the Imperial household spitting blood, trying to collar him and arrest him. Whatever intrigues were happening in the Senate, percolating amongst the lords and ladies of the Empire’s governing class, they had not been transmitted – or transmitted effectively – to the broader public.

Or so it seemed initially.

“Lamprecht, aren’t you a wanted man?” someone called out from nearby as he pressed through the entrance hall.

“In more ways than one!” he cried back good-naturedly.

“My lord count, I thought you had fled north to Draedaland,” someone else he recognised – a lady from the Council of Nobles – shouted.

“And yet here I stand,” he replied to scattered laughter.

“Is it true you’re going to save Sova, my lord?” a disgusting lowborn man asked.

“Yes, but don’t speak to me,” he muttered.

“How do you feel about the death of Countess Bokori?” That was from a newsman he vaguely recognised.

“How should I feel about it? You’ll write whatever you please either way,” he called back, to more laughter and some cheering, jeering and applause. “But it is clear to me that she was murdered by Victorianists. No one will say it, so I shall!”

“My lord count!” the newsman pressed hungrily. “Word is you turned traitor! Care to comment?”

“Traitor?” he snapped, rounding on the man. “Would I be standing here if I were a traitor? Risking life and limb?”

“I don’t—”

“It is my solitary ambition to reassert the supremacy of the Empire in the world. It seems to me, then, that it is the Empress who has turned traitor, no?”

This provoked a more mixed, muted response. Some of those assembled were visibly shocked. Others, though, sensed an unfolding scene; a public confrontation, melodrama, something to spice up their morning. It was to those people that von Oldenburg turned and appealed.

“The House of Casimir laughs at us. They think it is they, and their meagre colonial holdings, who should be the foremost power in the world. They have the temerity to call themselves our equal – nay, our betters!”

He had them. Gods, it was that easy – it was that easy because they were that stupid. As he looked at them, examined their faces, their big, idiot faces, overlarge noses and ears, eyes widening in ready credulity, he fancied he could see their thickness, their senselessness. It surrounded them like a great stinking cloud, as ready to be harnessed as the bioaethereal energy of the afterlife.

“Scant morsels for the Vorr here,” he muttered to the burnt man.

“What was that, my lord?” Broz asked. He was scanning the crowd constantly for threats, a small pistol hidden in the sleeve of his jacket.

Von Oldenburg ignored him. “The Empress seeks to make peace with them – has made peace with them, has yielded to them. She has made peace with the fishmen. She will make peace with the Kasar. These people – if they can even be so called – should come to us as supplicants! Grateful for our attention, indebted to us for our willingness to trade – to even speak with them! Instead they have a stranglehold over us! And I say it must end!”

He left the entrance hall to rapturous cheering and applause. It washed over him like a great wave of excrement. He wanted nothing more than to be out of their presence. It made him feel physically filthy.

In the main exhibition hall itself, a welcome sight greeted him. Here, shielded from the thronging crowds who were whipping themselves up into a minor frenzy at the heady mix of public scandal, imperial glory and industrial enterprise, thralls worked tirelessly on a carefully staged line of production. There were a hundred of them, cutting beams, mixing mortar, laying bricks, all of them labouring without protest, without stopping – men, women, children, moving ceaselessly like ants in a colony. In spite of the colossal droning noise that filled the air like the thrumming wings of a gigantic demonic wasp, it suffused von Oldenburg with a sense of comfort and pride.

“Lamprecht.”

He turned. Yelena was standing there, looking ridiculous in a Sovan summer dress.

“How long do I have?” he asked.

“Some are starting to die,” she replied, inscrutable as ever. He knew her to be miserable, and wretched in her compliance; and yet, for all her hatred of him – and it was profound – he knew she could not break free of him. Not only from the complex feelings arising from a decade of living together as husband and consort, but of what he – they – had achieved. Of the threat and promise of his thaumaturgic developments, their progress and revolution. She was as intoxicated and en-thralled by it as the idiots in the entrance hall were at the prospect of Imperial magnificence. And, like her fellow morons in the arcane task force, who needed her in spite of their dislike and distrust of her, so she needed him. She was addicted to him, and she loathed him. How else could two such conflicting elements in a person express themselves except as inscrutability?

Besides. She knew. She knew the true nature of the afterlife, the Great Silence, the Vorr. She knew, and he knew. That knowledge bound them together as securely as riveted copper plates.

“Vorantaj dioj,” he intoned.

“I need to speak to you about that,” she said furtively. “Something has happened. The séance—”

“Later,” he said, waving her off.

“The ambassador, Rainer. She saw something. Something important. I need to tell you about it.”

“Later, I said,” he snapped. “It has been two days. You can wait another two hours.”

“It’s important.” She sounded plaintive. He disliked that. He preferred her back in Castle Oldenburg – rude to the point of obstreperousness, but powerful, confident, imperious. He’d broken something in her mind, and it infuriated him.

“Then it will still be important later. Shut up, Yelena, and get to work.” He pointed to the body of an adolescent boy. “I can see a corpse there already. And have they all been commanded to excrete? It smells like a fucking tannery in here.”

When he was as satisfied with the arrangements as he was ever going to be, and conscious that the morning – and his stock of thralls – was waning, he permitted the waiting attendees access. He watched with smug satisfaction as their expressions went from eagerness, to mild surprise, to disappointment, to naked confusion.

“People building a house, Lamprecht?” a newsman shouted out impertinently, to general laughter. It was the same man from before.

“Have him killed,” he said quietly in Broz’s ear. “I mean it. I want him to suffer excruciation first.”

“I’ll see to it, my lord.”

Von Oldenburg waited until the exhibition hall had filled out. There had to have been five hundred people by the end, and many of the attendees – those of quality, at least – he recognised. Their misgivings were writ large on their faces. It seemed that the rumours of his treachery, heresy, and whatever else Zelenka Haugenate had seen fit to spread about him had taken root.

Well. He would unearth them.

“People building a house,” he said, gesturing broadly to the thralls behind him. He paused, nose wrinkling, as a familiar corpse stink briefly crossed his nostrils. “People building a house. Nothing new in it, is there? Hardly a cotton gin, or a spinning jenny, or a steam engine, eh? Not a thaumaturgic wind generator?”

“No,” the impertinent newsman called back, to more laughter.

Every muscle in von Oldenburg’s body clenched. He was so furious he was actually in danger of murdering him there and then.

“Steady, my lord,” Broz whispered next him.

He calmed himself with difficulty. “The question is not what is happening; the questions are: where is it happening, and who is it being done by?”

He paced back and forth in front of the production line, examining the faces of the attendees. Some of their expressions were shifting. They were noticing the bizarre qualities of the thralls: the mindlessness with which they approached their tasks, the mechanical nature of their actions, the occasional human malfunction. A thrall walked directly into a wall and tried to continue as though nothing were there; another effortlessly broke every bone in its hand with a brick and didn’t even flinch.

“Where is it happening? Where am I building these houses?” von Oldenburg continued, suppressing the urge to laugh. “Well, the answer to that question is simple. Seized land. The land of our enemies. Casimir. Sanque. Liendau. Hasse. What about further afield? The New East? The Kyarai? What about the Tegsh Tal? This is not just a house. Not a mere dwelling. It is a stake in the earth. A claim. It is a statement: this is Sovan land, ours by right, governed by might, owned, mined and tilled by Sovan subjects.”

There was a ripple in the crowd. Von Oldenburg turned as one of the thralls cutting logs sliced a deep, fatal trench into the thigh of another. Bright red arterial blood sprayed, and then wept, alarmingly from the wound. But what shocked the attendees most was not the injury, but the fact that the thrall continued on, trying to plane a plank whilst its lifeblood cascaded down its leg as though nothing whatever had happened.

And then, with a solitary mournful thump, it slumped over.

“Who are these stolid workers?” von Oldenburg asked with an awkward chuckle. He felt a great pressure building up within him. It felt like his own blood vessels were each individually and collectively expanding. Around him, he noticed changes in the exhibition hall. The floor was wet with a gloss of saliva. What had been iron buttresses holding up the glass ceiling had transmuted to enormous incisors.

In the crowd, the burnt man watched silently.

“Who are these people who turn to their task so diligently? Who continue on without regard for anything – victuals, rest, toilet, sleep? As you have noticed, these are no ordinary persons. Rather, they have been made.”

He reached into his pocket and plucked out the mechanism. He could feel the heat of the overtaxed Blood Stone radiating through the metal casing. He was using it too much. He wondered if there was a finite amount of thaumaturgic energy it could attenuate. Would it wear out, like a mechanical component?

“You will all have doubtless heard of the so-called ‘mind rot’ in the north, a highly transmittable arcane infection which deletes a person’s essence. In the past several months or so, such people would have been left to die where they stood. But with this” – he brandished the mechanism. A great cry went up from the crowd, and those in its firing line shrank back – “we can put them to use. Now it is important to note that these people are already gone. We have an opportunity, in that intervening time between vacancy and the death of the body, to turn them into living mechanisms. They can be trained to do any task – farming, manufacturing, soldiering. They will do it indefinitely, and, most importantly, for free.”

It was difficult to know how any of this was being received. The faces of the people in front of him swirled, defying comprehension. Different humours and energies filled the air – fear, most tangibly. Had he misjudged? He found himself, as he so often did these days, drifting into a fugue state, his brain and mind overwhelmed. His political bombast was usually enough to turn anyone to anything. Was this lurch into the arcane – the illegal arcane – a bridge too far?

He took a swig of tonic, stuffed the mechanism back into his pocket, and strode towards the onlookers.

“Here,” he said. “Where is that newsman? The impertinent grot?”

The man was singled out. He was a pudgy character in early middle age, with a balding, sweaty pate and cheap clothes.

“Come here,” von Oldenburg said.

The man, wearing an expression of insufferable smugness, could not allow the challenge to go unanswered. With insouciance, he followed von Oldenburg away from the crowd and towards the house.

“My lord,” Broz said quietly but urgently, closing with them at speed.

“Wait a minute,” von Oldenburg said. “Now—”

Too late. One of the thralls nearby, hands caked in mortar, looked over, noticing them for the very first time. It twitched, autonomic reflexes battling with the instructions it had been given several hours before. Von Oldenburg saw the brand on its forehead – a shoddy effort, rushed, the ideograms not fully imprinted.

“They are not warded you fool!” Yelena shouted, at the same time as the thrall ran silently and breathlessly towards the newsman, latching onto him like a limpet. Von Oldenburg flinched – the whole sorry episode took the span of two heartbeats – and then the newsman’s wry expression dissolved into idiot lunacy as his soul was devoured by the Vorr and his death scream echoed through the aether.

Broz ran to tackle the man about his midriff, but with an improbable turn of agility, the fresh vacant, uncontained by any en-thralling wards, ploughed into the crowd.

“Oh… fuck,” von Oldenburg said as the mind rot ripped through the attendees. Now everything was screaming insanity, as those unaffected stampeded for the exits, and those vacated sought to pass on the mind rot with sudden, breathtaking vigour.

“The doors! Close the doors!” Broz yelled to Yelena.

Von Oldenburg found himself laughing as people in their mad, heedless scramble to escape got trapped and jammed up in the doors between the entrance hall and the main exhibition space. Broz and Yelena sprinted through a side entrance, and several moments later von Oldenburg heard the slam of bolts as the external doors were thrown shut and locked. A part of him knew that to let the mind rot escape in the centre of Sova would be disastrous, not only for the city but the world. And yet he could not help but find the prospect of it strangely hilarious. He laughed and laughed, tears of mirth streaming down his face, until he found himself suddenly and unexpectedly vomiting black ectoplasm down his front.

Then the air in the exhibition hall shifted.

He looked up sharply.

The burnt man, an unmoving figure in the centre of the babbling crowd, untouched and unaffected by everything around him, raised his arms. His robes rose with them, releasing smoke and embers into the air.

The droning buzz grew louder – so loud that it was like a physical weight squeezing von Oldenburg’s brain out of his skull. He could hear a constant trickling, pattering sound, like falling rain, and every scrap of green, every blade of grass, every plant, flower, tree that he could see around the exhibition hall wilted and died.

The vacants stopped. Not just their crazy, silent urge to infect everyone in sight, but everything altogether. They stood stock still, like a herd of cattle, mute.

Those living who had escaped, a few dozen at most, scrambled away to the far side of the hall, weeping and screaming and shaking, filling the air with the smell of excrement and vomit.

The burnt man looked at von Oldenburg with his roasted-white eyes. Was there a hint of reproach there? Of castigation?

He dropped his arms, and the fresh batch of vacants fell down dead.

Von Oldenburg was no longer paying attention. He noticed that amongst the survivors were several well-known Sovan industrialists, and he suffered a sudden and urgent compulsion to explain to them what precisely had gone wrong.

“In the name of the gods, Lamprecht, what the fuck have you done?” a besuited gentlemen demanded of him, hat askew, face blanched in horror.

“They’re supposed to be branded,” von Oldenburg explained conversationally as he approached. “There is a process. The mechanism” – he held it out, and they all screamed and ducked away from it – “vacates… Well, in this case, a badly branded thrall vacated… Wait a moment.” He wiped black sputum off his face. “Let me… I’m getting ahead of myself. When a person is exposed—”

“My lord,” Broz said, interrupting him breathlessly. “Imperial soldiers outside.”

“Who? Surely not the Yeomanry?”

“Looks to be the household guard, and constables from the watch house.”

Von Oldenburg looked back across the fresh heap of four hundred corpses.

He rubbed his face.

“Well. Shit.”

Behind him, the thralls continued to silently build the house.







XXI

Blood and Ashes

“Armies are expensive to equip and maintain – and eye-wateringly so to deploy – whilst colonial trading funds certainly provide a wellspring of private goldmark slush to buy and bribe. But state diplomacy is cheaper than both, for words cost no more than the breath in one’s lungs – and should be spent accordingly.”

MANAGOLD’S THE GLASS SABRE
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Iliyanabourg

PRINCIPALITY OF CASIMIR

Boucher left Renata in prison for four days.

For the first few hours, she simply waited for the captain to return, and every time there was a bump or scrape at the door, or a meal was brought to her, or her chamber pot was removed, her heart leapt in anticipation. But after a day of this, she lapsed into a profound depression. Clearly Boucher had been ordered to leave her alone, or perhaps to verify what Renata had said personally – in which case, she would be gone for several months – but either way, Renata gave up on seeing her again.

In spite of her entreaties, no one would bring her any news. She knew nothing of the fates of von Brandt, or Augustin, or any of the other diplomatic legates. She was not given any newspapers – though she did not speak Kòvoskan in any event – nor did her gaolers speak with her or transmit to her any information whatever. She was not visited by Casimiran functionaries from the Ministère des Affaires Étrangères, nor any agents from the Sovan state, nor even a confessor, Victorianist or otherwise. It went against every tenet of international law, and when Renata was not despairing and helpless, she raged against this violation of comity.

The hours crawled by. When she was not frightened, or depressed, or filled with fury, she was bored. Days of doing nothing at all, with no stimuli, no books, newspapers, pamphlets, no reading material whatever. The cell was home to a solitary tapestry, what looked like a Casimiran copy of a Kliner but much worse – though they were hardly like to adorn a prison cell with fine art – and Renata felt as though she had examined every stitch of it by the time the door finally opened to someone other than a gaoler with a plate of boiled eels.

It was not Boucher.

“I am a Sovan ambassador plenipotentiary,” Renata began automatically, though the waiting had frayed her nerves and she could muster barely half of the affront she felt.

A deeply disinterested gaoler, along with two bluecoats holding muskets, entered with manacles.

“I shall not be trussed up in chains like a common criminal!” she shouted, but even if they understood the tenor of her protests, they did not understand their content, having not a word of Saxan between them. And either way, they were possessed of that legendary indifference that gaolers had, interested only in the orders they had been given, and having built up a robust immunity to the desperate pleas of decades of prisoners.

Renata protested out of habit and obligation, out of national and personal pride, but she achieved nothing except her own exhaustion and manacles bound tighter than might otherwise have been the case, and by the time they pulled her free of the chamber, she was docile as a lamb.

They led her through the prison. She was subjected to all manner of taunting from the Casimiran prisoners, though they shouted at her in Kòvoskan, and intelligibility robbed the words of their sting. For some reason she anticipated being taken outside, or back to the Ministère des Affaires Étrangères, or even the Château du Loup, where she might be told to gather her things and then be expelled from the country. But that quickly proved to be a flight of fancy, as she was instead diverted to the prison’s sub-levels.

She shivered in anticipation. Nothing good ever happened underneath a prison.

She was taken into an ill-lit chamber where she observed several men and women sitting quietly in the corner, at least half in naval uniform.

“Sit,” a man commanded, and she was pressed roughly into a chair.

“What is the meaning of this?” she asked.

“I ask questions, you answer,” the man replied. She did not recognise him, nor his voice, though he had a Kòvoskan accent. He looked to be about forty or so, good hair, good teeth, a combed beard – all of which told her that he did not spend all of his time in this prison, for what person looked after their appearance in a place such as this? – and carried himself with the bearing of, if not a noble, then something approaching it.

“Tell me about Colonel Atanasov,” the man said.

Renata gritted her teeth. Had Boucher been a plant all along? A fake confidante? But that didn’t seem right; even if the woman was an extraordinary actress, she knew of the crisis in the afterlife. Or had Boucher herself been declared persona non grata?

“What do you want to know about her? I have only met her once.”

“What is her connexion to the Sovan government?”

Renata shrugged. “The same as any other colonel in the Sovan Army. You must know this already.”

“Does she have the Empress’s special confidence?”

Here Renata paused. “She was ordered to arrest Count Lamprecht von Oldenburg,” she settled on.

This caused some murmurs from the curious witnesses at the back of the room.

“Why?”

“Because the man had been practising illegal death magicks in Draedaland. The Empress dispatched Colonel Atanasov and twenty thousand men to either arrest or kill him.”

The man’s expression curdled further. “Colonel Atanasov is working on your Empress’ direct orders?”

Renata paused. They were cutting to the heart of it now. “She certainly was,” she said carefully. Again, this caused muted chatter at the back of the room. “I…” She paused again, keenly aware that they were not going to believe her. “Colonel Atanasov was displeased by the Empress’ orders. She may be acting against the explicit wishes of Sova.”

The reaction was predictably hostile. “Colonel Atanasov was commanded to lead a feint across the Hauts de Casimir and sack Vratislavbourg,” her interrogator said.

Renata cleared her throat. “Listen to me very carefully. I do not know what is currently happening; all I can tell you – and I certainly should not be telling you anything given that I am an official diplomatic officer of the Sovan Empire – is that I was in the meeting in which the Empress ordered the dispatch of Colonel Atanasov, and her explicit instructions were to arrest Count von Oldenburg. The man is not even a count any more. He was stripped of all his titles and holdings.”

“C’est des conneries!” the interrogator snapped. “Ce sont les mêmes balivernes que ceux de von Brandt!”

“Where is Kaspar?” Renata demanded on hearing the Foreign Minister’s name. “You cannot hold us here, we are on a diplomatic mission—”

“Shut up! Shut up!” the interrogator shouted; and then he said to the man who had brought her here, “Attache la sur le chevalet de torture.”

Renata did not speak Kòvoskan, but she understood that well enough.

“No! No! I have told you the truth!” she pleaded, but despite shouting herself hoarse, she was manhandled onto a rack at the back of the chamber. Of course, the Casimirs, like the Sovans, were not interested in the objective truth; they were interested in having their own theories and fears confirmed. All of the time, money and blood disbursed by the state had to be for a reason. Renata had spent little enough time with Captain Boucher, but one thing she was willing to believe with iron-clad certainty was that the nation of Casimir was willing to disregard any and all evidence of the supernatural in favour of the mundane realities of Sovan duplicity.

She felt like a drowning fisherman trapped under a layer of ice. Clearly this course of action had been a long time in the offing from the perspective of her gaolers; but for her, matters had escalated from the infinite tedium of captivity to torture for espionage in a matter of minutes.

She was reduced to begging as the windlass began to turn; but what use was it? If begging was enough, no person in history would ever have been subjected to excruciation.

“Tell me about the destruction of l’Île aux Baleines!” her noble interrogator demanded. “Tell me about the Sanquish ships attacking Fort des Tempêtes!”

As Renata felt her vertebrae start to separate, to say nothing of the bones of her wrists and ankles and hips, the agony of the rack was briefly replaced with abject confusion.

“What?” escaped her lips in one explosive exhalation.

“Saint-Mars,” one of the mysterious people sitting at the back of the room murmured – warned?

Her torturer held up a hand, and the windlass stopped; in fact, it was turned back slightly, to take the pressure off her joints. That minuscule relaxation was the best thing Renata had ever felt in her entire life.

“All down the Jade Sea coast as far as Port Sirène,” the man said, his voice trembling with rage, “Sovan soldiers and les hommes-vides are destroying our towns and cities.”

“This is what we came to tell you,” Renata gasped, sweat burning in her eyes. “This is the solitary fucking reason why I am here.”

“You are here to complain about whale oil prices and Victorianist wolfmen in Talaka!”

“Not why the—” She grunted as something popped.

“Réduits un peu la pression,” the man muttered, and the windlass was relaxed further.

“Not why the diplomatic mission is here.” She spoke haltingly, in gasps. “Why I am here. Me. I was appended to discuss matters arcane. I spoke with Captain Boucher about this very thing—”

“Boucher la traîtresse,” one of the mysterious naval officers muttered from the shadows.

“You cannot be this blinkered,” Renata gasped. What had happened in Iliyanabourg? Some sort of revolution? Where was Barbier and her ilk? Was this torture even sanctioned by the state? Or were this man and his enigmatic compatriots operating entirely outside the bounds of the law?

None of it mattered. The signal was given and the windlass turned, and all the muscles and ligaments and tendons and bones in her body were being stretched taut as though she were laundry being wrung out to dry. Renata, who’d had before this year a life of comfort and privilege, had never experienced pain like it – had never conceived of such pain. It did not seem possible to feel such intense agony, nor did it seem to serve any purpose whatever beyond the fact of itself.

As if her body could read her thoughts – and much to the obvious annoyance of her torturer – she slipped into unconsciousness. She could only have been so for less than a minute, but she was not fully sensible until she had been repaired to her chamber, where she lay, her body in singing agony, and wept for the unfairness and futility of it all.
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She found herself in a strange place. It was both calamitously loud, filled with a sense of fear and panic and activity; and yet cloudy and imperceptible, her surroundings defying comprehension. Her predominant sense was one of… conflict, as though she had been transported into the middle of a battle and deposited in the centre of the field. But it was all just light and noise, flickers and suggestions of shapes and creatures wreathed in cloud.

She put her hands out in front of her, like a blind woman, trying to feel her way through the firmament. Where was this place?

She paused as something lanced through the clouds ahead of her at incredible speed. It had looked for all the world like a winged person, armoured in gold and carrying a glaive at least fifteen feet long.

Then came an enormous, bone-rattling roar, from something obscured by the thunderhead. The sound made Renata want to condense into the size of a grain of sand and disappear.

RENATA.

She turned sharply. “Amara?” Her voice shook. Her heart swelled. “Amara? By Nema, is it truly you?”

A haloed figure resolved in front of her, clad in golden plate armour and a white tabard bearing the deer’s head of Nema. Behind her spread an enormous pair of wings wrought from pink light, swirling with runic ideograms.

“Nema Victoria preserve me,” Renata whispered, weeping and trembling at the sight of this… this…

Angel.

RENATA.

The angel spoke with Amara’s voice; but whereas Amara had always been irrepressible, vivacious and wry, this was the voice of a being burdened with knowledge and experience far beyond any human’s. There was a severity to it, a melancholy, and an aethereal quality that made it almost frightening to listen to. Not so much Amara as an astral queen.

Through the visor of Amara’s helmet, her eyes glowed pure white.

YOU ARE ON THE RIGHT PATH, she said.

Renata reached out a trembling hand and pressed it against Amara’s armour. “Is it you?” she asked again, with profound longing. “Is it truly you?” Oh, how her heart ached!

IT IS. IT WAS.

“I have missed you so much,” Renata said, and pulled Amara into a tight embrace. But Amara did nothing to return it. If she felt anything, any stirring of emotion, she gave no sign of it. Whatever the strength of their sororal bond had been, here it was clear that it meant nothing – or so much relative time had passed for Amara that it had come to mean nothing. For Renata it was like being freshly bereaved. The anguish was unbearable.

She shuddered with great heaving sobs as she gripped her sister. It was like hugging a statue.

“Gods, I miss you.”

Amara turned. She seemed to be listening for a moment to some inaudible celestial conversation. Renata felt her mind bristle with telepathy in the same way it did when she spoke with the Stygion.

YOU SHOULD NOT BE HERE. IT IS VERY DANGEROUS.

She felt the tears come again. “Do you remember we used to play bounders as girls? You always used to throw it gently to me. You were always so kind to me.”

I REMEMBER, Amara said. Renata let out a single, wretched sob. YOUR CONNEXION IS VERY TENUOUS. YOUR ESSENCE IS FADING.

“What is happening?” Renata asked quickly. “What should I do?”

YOU ARE ON THE RIGHT PATH, Amara said again. She placed a golden gauntlet against Renata’s cheek.

“Let me stay here with you,” Renata said. “Please. I don’t want to go back. Don’t make me go back.”

Behind Amara, the firmament was changing. The banks of astral cloud around them were darkening. A great storm of malignance approached.

YOU ARE WHERE YOU NEED TO BE.

“Don’t make me go back. Please, Amara. Please. I love you. I need you. I’m not strong enough. Don’t make me go.”

BUT YOU WERE NEVER HERE, Amara said sadly, and she brought the glaive up, and slashed the aether above Renata’s head –

And she awoke in the prison cell, in the dead of night.

And wept at the injustice of her dreams.
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If the agonies of the rack itself had been bad, the morning after was worse. As all her soft tissues and joints settled overnight, deep inflammation had bedded in, so that the slightest contraction of muscle set off a great chain of spasming.

Slowly, over the course of an hour, she tentatively twitched, moved and ultimately stretched each part of her body, though perversely she was much more limber than she had been the day before.

She forced herself to cut through the anger she felt at both her captors and the Casimirs more generally. Matters were advancing with such speed that only a determined opponent with full knowledge of the situation could have a hope of bringing it to heel. Casimir was so fixated on the idea that this entire enterprise was a Sovan plot to destroy them –

“But it is,” she said to herself, her voice croaky and weak. “It is.”

It was. It was a Sovan scheme. Colonel Atanasov was a Sovan. That she was acting ultra vires made no difference. She was a Sovan leading an army of Sovans – and Nema knew what else – deep into the territory of Casimir, where she was massacring its citizens. Indeed, there were probably plenty within the Senate who privately approved of this; who were happy to play out the rope until their Great Enemy was fatally weakened – or destroyed altogether. How could the Casimirs see it any other way? Would Sova see it any other way?

Renata knew her only hope now was to make contact with the Stygion, though quite how she was going to achieve that was beyond her. She had tested the bars many times over the past week, and they were precisely as unyielding as she would have expected. Thirty feet below, the enormous River Kova flowed clear and cold out towards Port Jacqueline and the Jade Sea. If only she could leap into it, the current would carry her clear of the city in a matter of minutes.

She tested the bars again, and then started as there was a noise behind her. The prison was slowly rousing itself for the day, and yesterday’s torture had set her on edge. She was terrified of a repeat; it was one thing to face the rack healthy and whole, another to face it with her body already a stretched ruin.

But the door remained closed. In fact, not even a meal had been brought in to her, though it was well after dawn.

Her brow furrowed. She cocked her head. She realised that it had not been a noise inside the prison; rather it had been outside, a long way to the north. It sounded like…

Cannon. Musketry. Fighting.

She gripped the bars and pressed her face against them as hard as she could, trying to see further north with absolute futility. All she could see was the remainder of the city stretching to the east, a jumble of colourful buildings and hanging gardens preceding a vast stretch of forested slopes and arable land speckled with small towns and villages.

Her torturer’s words rang in her ears.

Tell me about the destruction of l’Île aux Baleines! Tell me about the Sanquish ships attacking Fort des Tempêtes!

Was it Colonel Atanasov? Had she arrived here, all the way south in Iliyanabourg?

And just where, in all the halls of Hell, was Lamprecht von Oldenburg?
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Time passed. The sun rose in the sky and failed to burn through a white summer haze. The city felt preoccupied.

Iliyanabourg was holding its breath.

All manner of scenarios began to play out in Renata’s head, each more fanciful than the last. None would come close to the truth of matters.

No one came to bring her breakfast, nor lunch. Her stomach began to growl, and her mouth felt dry from want of water. A few times she hammered on the door, and then when it became clear that no one was coming, she began to test its strength – first with her body, and then with the chamber’s solitary chair, which she ended up breaking.

Forenoon turned to noon turned to afternoon, and the rolling thunder of battle grew louder – but not as loud as it had been in, say, Port Talaka, or Port Gero. There was something curious about the sound of it all. The cannon and muskets and rifles were getting louder, in that each individual shot and its report was clearer; but there was no increase in the weight of fire, or the apparent mass of iron and lead being put out. It was either an extremely small force, or a much larger force of which only a small part was engaged.

She spent another long stretch of time pressed up against the bars of the window, trying to see something, anything. But it was all blocked from view by the walls of the prison, the action taking place behind her, to the north and west.

Then the screaming began in earnest.

She had not really noticed it to start with; it had been mixed up in the sound of the flow of the enormous South Kova, and the general sounds of a busy capital city. Part of her had briefly wondered whether it was a ruptured steam pipe, which could emit a sound not unlike a constant scream, as had once happened at the Royal Exhibition Centre – to the schadenfreude of all present.

But no.

As she had been in Radovansburg many months before, so she was now attuned to the sounds of the afterlife. And the sound was terror. Screaming souls as they were consumed by the dozen. Was Amara there, fighting to save them, armed and armoured in gold and light as she had been in her dreams? The thought of her sister gave her a stab of melancholy, but also of cautious, guarded hope. In spite of the horror of the afterlife, and the certainty of death, if not soon, then eventually, Amara would be there. And perhaps there would be a chance for rescue. The thought seemed like a pathetic, selfish thing, but she was just a human being, a single, mortal person. She had dedicated a good part of her adult life to civil service. She was allowed to keep a little hope for herself.

It was a hope that slowly bled out of her as the sounds of screaming intensified. Not only the hair-raising, bloodcurdling banshee keens of the souls’ eternal expiry, but of bloody mortal death, too. What would happen to her? Either option seemed dismal. Either the “hommes-vides” – vacants by another name – would sweep through Iliyanabourg and cleanse it of the living, including her; or they would be unable or unwilling to break into the prison, and so she would starve. The thought spurred her to another futile round of attempting to batter down the door, something that would have been impossible even for a strong, well-fed woman.

The rippling crackle of musketry, the thunderous report of cannon and the clash of sabre on sabre filled the streets outside the prison. She could hear orders being shouted in Kòvoskan as the Iliyanabourg Yeomanry, in whatever form it took, began to fight back against this surprise incursion of Sovans and vacants. Renata found herself cheering on the forces of the Great Enemy, something which had once been unthinkable. But as the light began to fade from the sky, and the sounds of fighting began to die away, she once again sank into despair.

She pressed her face into the bars so hard that her cheeks began to bruise.

There was still nothing to see.
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She passed a long night awake. The guns fell silent. The screams continued.

Fire began to spread.

The city emptied of the living.
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She must have drifted off at some point in the small hours, as she awoke on the floor, her back in agony.

Immediately she pressed herself to her feet, ignoring the protesting of her soft tissues, and moved quickly to the window. What she had initially taken to be dawn’s glow was in fact the flickering orange of an enormous conflagration engulfing the city. A thick pall of smoke obscured the view south, drifting on hot, scouring winds. The prison’s occupants were screaming blue murder to be released, but it was clear that whoever had the ability to do so was either long dead or fled.

So, she was to be neither vacated, nor starved, but burned alive.

She laughed then at the absurdity of it all. One of the few people in the world who had made some sort of effort to foster peace, further the doctrine of fraternalism, actually speak with Casimir – as opposed to those swivel-eyed frothing jingos in the Senate who made careers out of frightening the Sovan commonfolk about invasions and war crimes – and here she was, tortured and minutes from death in a Casimiran prison.

Her laugh was cut short by an enormous explosion.

She screamed as the whole prison was rocked as though by an earthquake. The prisoners were screaming too, with the impotent feral lunacy of those facing certain death. The smell of burning increased tenfold, and it was not just the smell of burning brick, timber, plaster – even gunpowder. Now wafted the smell of roasting flesh, boiling blood, of hair singeing like candle wicks.

The prisoners were burning alive, and she would soon join them.

Her own lunatic fear returned, and she began to throw herself against the door with renewed ferocity. Her blood sang with energy and the pain of the rack melted away as her brain became preoccupied with nothing except bare survival. What use was a shoulder joint intact, the bones of her feet unbroken, the skin of her hands whole, unburnt, unsplintered, if the result was death?

The door and window bars laughed off her attempts at escape, proof to these human follies. She might as well have been an ant.

She surrendered fully to despair then, and began to pray to Nema, not for her soul’s preparation, but for a very tangible intercession. She hoped that by praying, by invoking the God Mother’s name, even Amara’s name, she might throw up some sort of psychic beacon in the same way a ship might throw up a red jack. She might be one of the lucky few to be plucked out of the jaws of the Vorr by a Neman Shrine Guardian.

Her prayer was cut off by another rumble and a great clatter of masonry. She realised then that the prison was collapsing. The fire was eating away at the supporting beams, cutting through them as surely as a logger’s axe. It was dismally unsurprising; much like Victorygate Prison in Sova, the place was an old, unloved construction – for what government was going to spend time and treasure keeping a prison in a good state of repair? – and as civil planners and army generals alike had found time and again, old buildings were flammable buildings.

She backed into the corner furthest from the door. She could feel the warmth of the bricks now. She was going to be cooked, or suffocated by the smoke. There was a visible haze in the chamber that was thickening by the minute. She could taste the gritty dryness in her mouth, in the pits of her lungs. It reminded her briefly of the pipe Maruska used to smoke, his fine Qareshian tobacco. How she longed to turn back the clock, to when he and Amara were alive, and her greatest preoccupation was what to eat for lunch. She would have traded all of this horrifying misadventure for a lifetime of tedious diplomatic makework in an instant.

Now she simply waited for death, utterly impotent. Another rumble shook the prison as more walls and beams collapsed. The screams of the prisoners were fading quickly. She wondered what had happened to Augustin and von Brandt. Had they been here, too? Were they already dead?

The floorboards beneath her were heating up. Soon there would be no part of the chamber that was not hot to the touch. Her heart fluttered and palpitated with terror; her body, starved of victuals, was given a fresh, late infusion of energy as every part of her reverted to a primal being, concerned only with her next breath.

“Find me, Amara,” she whispered. It was now so hot that she could not even cry. Her mouth and lungs were being scalded by the fiery air, and smoke was billowing into the chamber through cracks in the door. She could not even find relief through the bars; the window was acting like a great draw, sucking the fire out on its insatiable quest for air to drink.

“Nema save me!” she cried as the door was fully engulfed and naked flame began to eat into the boards of the floor. The tapestry disappeared, cooked to threads. The bed was next, engulfed. Renata could feel her face and hands burning, her breath catching in her throat. She was moments from unconsciousness, from death. She was plagued by visions of Amara and Maruska’s deaths. There would be no release, no painless oblivion. Out of the frying pan, into the fire.

She took her penultimate breath as the wall behind her gave way. The fire exploded ravenously towards the sudden profusion of air, propelling her out.

She found her scream again as the floor and wall disappeared, and she was tumbling down, flailing madly, even as the blessedly cool air flooded her lungs.

And then she hit the waters of the Kova, and there were armoured sharks there, and Spears, and strong Stygion hands were gripping her, swimming her away,

away,

far away.







XXII

Managed Heresy

“Heed not life’s answers as preached by the churchmen – least not where they diverge from good common sense. Children are capable of abstaining from both ethical and legal crimes, for human morality is more or less engrained from birth. Do it because it is good, not because it yields the rewards of heaven.”

GROSSO’S STEEL GODS AND THE MORTAL DIVINE
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Imperial Palace

SOVA

They took von Oldenburg to the old dungeon underneath the Imperial Palace, the traditional prison for enemies of the state. It was a surprisingly enormous vaulted chamber that in other circumstances could have been a temple. Large black pillars of obsidian held aloft a high ceiling, one frescoed with images of Kasivar’s realm – of the Halls of Hell, the Broken Path, the ash plains of Sardach.

The place had once been illuminated by large braziers, but was now lit by whale oil lamps, though the contrivance of mirrors and ventilation shafts permitted the entry and diffusion of sunlight as well. Either side of him were doors of black iron, themselves decorated with bas-relief gargoyles. As a prison, it was more beautiful than many stately homes.

He was taken to the furthest chamber and shoved inside. This one was different from those others he had seen en route. It was high-ceilinged, and cut a square profile. The whole thing was dressed with white tiles, and was featureless save for an enormous inverted pyramid of polished obsidian attached to the ceiling. The tip of it came to a point several feet above the slab in the middle of the room.

The door was closed and locked, and he was left alone with his thoughts. Foremost of these was his relief that Yelena and Broz had made good their escape in the confusion, attending to their various tasks with fresh zeal and urgency now that matters were well and truly afoot.

He stripped off his clothes and crouched in the corner, allowing his mind to drift. Consciousness came and went, as did food – thrown carelessly through a chute in the door. He ate only when his hunger bordered on starvation, and otherwise drank himself insensible with the brandy from his hip flask. When he slept, his mind was clouded with stark visions of murder, of cathedrals rendered as enormous mouths, vaulted chambers as buccal cavities, ambulatories as throats, flying buttresses as teeth. He dreamt of ripping people’s heads apart and bathing in an enormous vat of their blood. He dreamt of razing temples, abbeys, monasteries to the ground. He dreamt of burning, immolating his physical form with whale oil and pleasuring himself in the flames. He dreamt of an incalculable fortune.

He reached for the mechanism. It was not there.

He reached for the bottle of tonic. That had gone, too.

He almost knocked himself senseless as he tore about the chamber in a lunatic rage, until he remembered giving Yelena the mechanism to keep it safe. She had both, now: his original, which she had stolen from Castle Oldenburg, and the one containing the Blood Stone – what had at first been his prototype. Would she flee? It seemed unlikely. He had wanted to murder the soldiers, vacate and en-thrall them – to do the same to the Empress. But both Broz and Yelena had convinced him not to. Their urgent, whispered entreaties filled his mind, his memories.

Not yet, they had said. It is no use being king of a realm of ash.

“What do you think?” he asked the burnt man, who stood, motionless, in the corner of the cell.

The burnt man said nothing.

“You look as though you’ve had some experience with realms of ash.”

The burnt man turned away.

Von Oldenburg laughed.
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Time passed. He found himself plagued by execrable migraines. Without a ready supply of tonic, he slipped into a febrile state, sweating and nauseous and delirious.

The silence of the chamber became oppressive. The burnt man left him. He found his attention repeatedly drawn to the enormous obsidian pyramid anchored to the ceiling of the cell. He had no notion of what it was at all. It looked utterly inert, nothing more than a three-dimensional triangle of glassy black rock. And yet he found himself completely fixated on it. The further he descended into the agonies of withdrawal, the more entrancing it became. Dark energies coruscated off its surface. A familiar droning buzz filled the chamber, whilst baffling visions filled his head. He saw angels in golden armour, a snake-headed man and a figure draped in flags sitting either side of a table. He saw an enormous squid-like creature tousling with a Zyrahn laughing wolf, he saw an atrium filled with spinning wheels and men fused with birds circling around a flying city. He saw gods and demons, he saw an infinite valley filled with lanterns, and at the centre of it all, pulsing like the heart of the earth, was the Blood Stone.

He felt its absence as keenly as the loss of his right arm.

The Eye calls to the Eye.

It was a curious, foreign thought, emanating from a curious, foreign part of his brain.

The Eye {OF THE SEA}. The {BLOOD} Eye.

The Eye calls to the Eye.

The last time he had felt the dark siren call this keenly was back in Castle Oldenburg, when he had first discovered the key to the mechanism –

{THE KEY IS BLOOD – }

Get you without my head.

He probed the recesses of his mind like a barber probing a corpse, peeling back necrotic layers of grey matter. Why was he doing this? What was driving him? There was no question that he had sought this path out, but had he sought this path out? The thought was all the more startling for its lucidity. Without a constant supply of tonic, some clarity was returning to his head.

{THE EYE CALLS TO THE EYE – !}

Get you without my head, demon! von Oldenburg shouted into the recesses of his mind, but now he was lying flat on his back, naked like a cadaver, staring up at the apex of the pyramid, and he was falling into its inky, infinite blackness.
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He was underwater.

Rakk.

Deep underwater.

Rakk.

The black ocean surrounded him and pressed down on him – pressed on him from all sides – filled his veins with brine, his head with ghastly pressure. He was swollen with salt like a killed slug. His lungs were leaden. Everything from his eyeballs to his bollocks was about to burst. His world was nothing but darkness, pressure and agony.

Rakk.

Red light. Crimson brilliance filled the sub-marine chamber. He was vaguely aware of Yelena crying out two thousand miles away, her hands burning.

Rakk.

And then he drew an impossible breath.

Rakk.

All around him were monstrous chitinous creatures, each of them six feet tall and more, ghastly, hellish things that looked as though they had been dug up from the mud at the lowest abyssal depths of the ocean.

Rakk.

Von Oldenburg whirled around, ready to do a great many things simultaneously – scream, flee, arm himself, shit his pants – when strong claws gripped his upper arms, close to snipping them both clean off. He was faced with black eyes and antennae, encrusted skin with the texture of coral, foul maxillipeds and mandibles and all sorts of biological errata that revolted him.

Rakk.

<The Eye calls to the Eye> the creature said.

<What are you?> von Oldenburg replied, the thoughts leaving his brain and being transmitted to the disgusting creature as easily as his voice from his throat.

<We are the Rakk> came the response. <And we are going to help each other>

[image: ]
Von Oldenburg looked up sharply as the door to his cell was thrown open.

“Wait a moment!” he cried out as he rolled off the slab. He slipped on a large slick of old vomit, and then produced a fresh one, before pulling on his clothes.

“Good gods,” someone said. The smell, von Oldenburg supposed, was probably quite powerful. How long had he been in there?

“Who are you?” he demanded of the two newcomers, though he recognised Gold immediately. The man was puffing and groaning like a fucking great sow. “Colonel Gold.”

“Count Lamprecht von Oldenburg,” Gold said, presenting a grey-haired, grey-moustached man the wrong side of middle age. “This is Sir Joachim Voight.”

Von Oldenburg squinted at him. Voight was an impressive specimen, imposing and flint-eyed, his once milk-pale skin burnished by decades spent under the equatorial sun.

“I know you,” von Oldenburg said. “Voight Lumber.”

“That’s right,” he said in a curious accent. He was Saxan – there was no question of it – but his voice had been corrupted by decades of living in the Kyarai.

“They let you in? To see me in the dungeon?” von Oldenburg asked.

“They were handsomely rewarded for their discretion,” Voight said.

“That must have cost a pretty penny.”

“I consider it an investment.”

Von Oldenburg regarded the man. “What can I do for you, Sir Joachim?”

Voight considered what it was von Oldenburg could do for him. “This revolution of yours, Lamprecht,” he said. His expression and tone gave nothing away.

“If you have come here to chasten me—”

“No, nothing like that. In point of fact, I should like to hear more on your plans.”

“My plans?” von Oldenburg asked, eyebrow cocked. He mused for a long time, so long that it became awkward. “My plans are multifaceted.”

“You have sought to upset the Victorianist applecart, that much is clear.”

Von Oldenburg snorted, but did not answer.

“You are obviously working with the Yeomanry to secure the city,” Voight continued.

“Yes.”

Voight harrumphed. “You know the markets do not like this sort of military chicanery. Warfare is an expensive business, but revolution? Coups d’état? I share many of your political sensibilities, Lamprecht, not least that the Council of Bishops wielded too much power in the Senate. But whatever you may say about Zelenka Haugenate, at least she never surprised anyone.”

“Surprised us only with her competence,” von Oldenburg growled.

Now it was Voight’s turn to snort. “Indeed.”

“Tell me: how much did you make after the Sovan Jade Sea fleet was burnt at Oksanastadt?”

“I don’t see how—”

“How much did you make?”

Voight shrugged. “Perhaps quarter of a million goldmark, all in.”

Next to him, Colonel Gold suffered a sudden coughing fit.

“War is an expensive business, Sir Joachim, but it is expensive for the exchequer. Not for men like you.”

“Men like me? Should I be offended, Lamprecht?”

“I don’t know; I suppose it depends on what you have come here for.”

Voight clacked his tongue, appraising von Oldenburg. “I saw your demonstration in the Royal Exhibition Centre,” he said eventually. “Or perhaps ‘bore witness to’ would be a better choice of phrase.”

“And?”

Voight chuckled with incredulity. “And? You killed damn near five hundred people. Many of them friends and colleagues. Many innocents.”

Von Oldenburg burst out laughing. He laughed for a long time, until the muscles between his ribs and around his midsection began to hurt. And then, unexpectedly, he vomited all over the floor, adding a third pool to the tiles.

“Innocents!” he shrieked, wiping oily black sputum from his face. Then he lurched forward and grabbed Voight by the lapels. The man did an admirable job of not flinching, though he was clearly frightened – and not a little repulsed, both by von Oldenburg’s vomit-fouled breath and by his histrionics. “Let me tell you something, Sir Joachim. There is no one innocent in this city. No one. Not in this Empire. Not in this world. But I can make them. Do you understand? I can make them. I can cleanse them. Transmutation. Consumptive salvation. The spirit’s essence eaten, digested, and reborn as pure astral matter, ready to coalesce and reignite into fresh life. If everyone were but to submit, sir, to the Devouring Gods—”

He was reaching for the man’s jaw when Gold stopped him.

“My lord count,” the colonel said in a sort of wacky, affable way, as though not about to watch another heinous murder, “Sir Joachim was very interested in your, ah, thaumaturgic, ah, prowess.”

Von Oldenburg paused. “Is that so?” He let go of Voight’s lapels and smoothed them out. Then he chuckled again. “You must forgive me, Sir Joachim. I am not myself.”

“No,” Voight said uncertainly. “Well… not to put too fine a point on it, my lord count, but I should like to learn more about your methods. Obviously today was some sort of failure. Or at least, I am hoping it was.”

“Oh yes indeed. Indeed. A lapse. An error. An oversight. And a simple one, too. Embarrassing, really.”

“Oh?”

“When a person is vacated, they must be imprinted, or branded, with a special ideogram. Thereafter they are docile. Pliable. And in order to avoid being infected by the mind rot, a person must be warded. It’s a different, but equally important” – he laughed, and Voight took his cue and laughed with him – “brand.”

“So the newsman. The heckler. He wasn’t warded?”

“No. No one was except myself and my assistants.”

Voight’s brow furrowed. “But he was en-thralled?”

“Not well. Not well enough, at any rate. You must understand, Sir Joachim, that had I had more time, and had I been able to operate in a more… sympathetic environment—”

Voight waved him off. “No, no, I understand all that. What I want to know is how foolproof this is. Are there failsafes? Was that disaster in the Royal Exhibition Centre a one-off, or do we invite catastrophe every time we yoke one of these so-called vacants?”

Von Oldenburg shook his head most emphatically. “No. In the right circumstances, and with the right training, it can be controlled with exactitude. The process is simple and effective. And I need not tell you the value—”

“No, you need not. The value is self-evident.”

They all stood in silence for a few moments.

“We should go,” Gold said quietly. “Before they change the guard.”

“Let me speak plainly,” Voight said, “for I fear we are running out of time. I see the value in this scheme. I know today was a ghastly failure, but I also know a shrewd investment when I see one. The potential is clearly there, especially on the colonial frontier. And I should like to see what can be achieved with the right controls in place, and in a… sympathetic environment. I know others who would like to see that as well.” Von Oldenburg opened his mouth to speak, but Voight pressed ahead. “But,” he said sharply, “I, and they, will need reassurance that we are not about to unleash the end of the world. I will also need to get ahead of the rumours that currently bedevil you. So, before anybody allies themselves to you – to this scheme – I need to know what it is you intend to do. Will you dissolve the Senate? Depose the Empress? I’ve heard rumours of a new church, what’s that about?”

Von Oldenburg smiled as he held up a hand.

“Sova is on the cusp of two revolutions. One of manufacturing, of industry, of engineering and trade.”

He held up his other hand.

“And the other, a spiritual revolution.”

[image: ]
“I saw Bosko,” Lyzander said as he entered Ozolinsh’s chamber in the Royal Naval Hospital.

“Give me a moment,” Ozolinsh grumbled as she woke up.

“’Tis the eleventh bell. The day is wasting.”

“Have you slept?”

“Not at all.”

Ozolinsh grumbled some more, and then looked sharply over at him. “Wait. Did you go? To the Magpie Alley Society? Was she there? What happened? What did Bosko say?”

Lyzander told her what had happened. “But fret not,” he said. “They are being arrested. Yelena and von Oldenburg.”

Ozolinsh rubbed her forehead. Next to her bed was a large tankard of boiled and cooled water; she held out her hand, and Lyzander passed it to her.

“She’s mad, then,” she said eventually. “Yelena. Corrupted by this… Nema, this demon.”

“I think she has become ensnared in something she has lost control of, aye.”

Ozolinsh sat quietly for a few moments. “Ramayah? Truly?”

“Aye.”

She continued to sit quietly for another few moments. “She tried to kill us? In the City of Sleep?”

“Aye.”

“That bitch.”

Lyzander nodded. “Aye.”

“Do you have the papers? From her laboratory?”

“I left them with Bosko. Actually, wait a moment; I have this.”

He reached into his pocket and took out the brand.

Ozolinsh gave him a blank look. “What is it?”

“A protective ward. It shields you from the mind rot.”

Ozolinsh took the brand and examined it. “This is fine smithery, but… the slightest misalignment of any one of these little prongs here” – she pointed to the ideogrammic tines. The whole thing was no larger than the circle made by an index finger and thumb – “could mean… well, Nema knows what. These are not trifles.”

“Bloody hell, you don’t have to convince me.”

“Brand me first,” Ozolinsh said.

Lyzander scoffed. “We’re not branding anybody!”

“I have the least to lose.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You can count on one hand the number of people who appreciate the nature of the threat we face, and who are in a position to do something about it.”

He snatched the brand back, and began to heat it over the candle flame.

“Joseph, for Nema’s sake, give it here!”

“No.”

“You fucking dimwit, hand it over!”

He didn’t. He waited until he was certain the brand was white hot; then he pulled his shirt open and stuck the thing onto his chest.

“Blast and confound you, you shitting idiot!” Ozolinsh hissed from her bed; and then, after a moment, “Are you there? Are you still human?”

Lyzander, who had squeezed his eyes shut against both the agony of the brand and the fear of arcane misadventure, slowly opened them.

“I’m all right,” he said eventually. “I think. Prince of Hell, that smarts.”

They waited in silence for a tense half-minute.

“How do you feel?” Ozolinsh asked.

“I feel no different.”

“Nema, Savare and all the saints,” she said, hand on her forehead. “You are breathtakingly stupid.”

“Should I brand you?”

She sighed, and nodded. “Aye, you had might as well.”
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Glaser played his hands over the tactile map for what felt like the hundredth time. He felt out Port Talaka, the Yaro, the bridge spanning the latter.

“What could I have done?” he asked himself quietly. The span of the bridge on the map – a feature he had asked to be artificially enlarged – was eroding under the sweat and oil of his fingers and their constant tracing and probing. “What could I have done?”

He thought back to that day, the bridge jammed up with refugees fleeing the city. Humans, Kasar. Hundreds of them, pressed like grapes for wine. The Yaro, fast, blue and deep. Churning, frothing.

His fingers found the wooden block representing Marshal Klossner to the south. “Damn you, man,” he muttered to the tiny figurine.

He played out the battle, the war, in his mind. Never before in his life and career had he ordered the slaughter of civilians. What had it been about that day? The heat? Nema Victoria, that accursed heat. He could feel it still, sweating under his starched uniform, prickly heat around his neck, on the skin of his midriff. The noise? His life was nothing but noise now, the quality of sound made manifest. Back then it had been calamitous. The boom of cannon, the rippling of musketry. The smell? Of people? Of the city? Refuse baking under the sun, the acrid tang of gunpowder, the brine of the Jade Sea. The fear? The fear of everyone, a great cloud of it, animal fear so thick you could chew on it.

The mission. The Great Silence. The Vorr.

All of it together, perhaps. A rancid mixture exhorting him to drastic action – to clear the bridge with lethal volleys. With such a high cost of failure, was anything rendered ethically impermissible?

He had tried to justify it a hundred different ways in his head. The people, the Kasar, would likely have been killed anyway. The Conformist Sudreiks were undertaking a pogrom of Victorianists in the North Kyarai, as Sova had warned they would for months. Or perhaps they would simply have been shot out of hand by the Casimirs. Some would have starved. Others would have wandered the hot, desolate plains north of the Yaro Delta and succumbed to heat exhaustion. Disease would have claimed more. Typhoid. Sigheri fever. Dysentery.

Yes. They might have died. But then, they might not have. He had turned a possibility into a certainty. He had done it. But for his action, they might have lived. And he could not get the picture of their corpses, the mewling of their cubs and the guilt it all engendered out of his head.

There was a knock at the door. Holly, who had been lying quietly in the corner, began to bark.

“Confound you, Velimir, I told you not to disturb me,” he growled.

“You have visitors,” Velimir called back.

“Well, who is it?”

“Captain Lyzander and Azura Ozolinsh.”

Glaser sighed. “Send them up.”

“She’s in a wheelchair, Raimund. You can go down.”

Glaser grunted as he stood, his knees popping. “Come on then, you blasted hound. Time to earn your keep.”

Holly led him slowly out of the office, down the staircase and into the drawing room. There, the clock chimed the fourth hour of the afternoon.

Glaser sat heavily on of the armchairs. “Come on then. Let’s have it.”

“Is there something going on today?” Lyzander asked without preamble. “In the city.”

“What do you mean?”

“On our way here – there seems to be some sort of commotion on the Creus Road. We couldn’t see, we were too far away. Down by the Senate House, or maybe the REC.”

Glaser shrugged. “I’ve been here all day.”

“Hm.”

“Was there something you wanted to tell me?”

“Yes. Matters have evolved significantly overnight,” Lyzander said, and gave the same account he had given to Ozolinsh that morning.

“Good gods,” Glaser said when he had finished. “That man, von Oldenburg…” He shook his head. “He needs to be shot. Not arrested. Shot. Post-haste.”

“I agree with you,” Lyzander murmured.

“He is poison. There is nothing to redeem in him. Prison will only—”

“We know,” Ozolinsh interrupted.

Glaser put a hand over his mouth as he thought. “How did he get back without anyone seeing?”

“We don’t know,” Lyzander said.

“What the hell happened to Atanasov? How could she let von Oldenburg slip through her fingers?”

“We don’t know!” Lyzander erupted.

“We don’t know,” Glaser said, unfazed, “but why didn’t Bosko know?”

“You haven’t heard from him, have you?” Lyzander asked. “Whilst we’re on the subject.”

Glaser shook his head. “No. Why? Should I have?”

“Hm. Doesn’t matter.”

Glaser sighed. “Where does this all even leave us? The task force dwindles daily, in both numbers and ability. Tesařik traitor. Gagnier dead. Rainer gone.”

“We need to tell Renata,” Lyzander said.

“How on earth do you mean to do that? She must be a fortnight away by now.”

“She spoke of the Ayakashi ambassador having these… messenger birds. If the Ayakashis have sent an emissary to the Iris Isles, and Renata’s plan is to meet up with the Stygion there, it may be that we can get something to her that way. Then she can take the information to the mer-men. It might be of use.”

“’Tis the only thing of use we have divined,” Ozolinsh grumbled.

“It’s certainly better than doing nothing at all,” Glaser said, rubbing his chin. “Nema, but then what? We should have the Empress turn the entire state apparatus to the task. The church, the Engineers, every department in the government. It cannot be just the three of us. I know nothing at all; and I’m sure you’ll correct me if I’m wrong, Captain, but neither do you.”

“I’d be the first admit that,” Lyzander muttered darkly.

“And what of you, Ms Ozolinsh?”

If she had anything to add, they were not to hear it.

“Raimund,” Velimir called from the hallway. Glaser heard the front door close behind him.

“Hm? Yes? What is it?”

“Something very strange is happening in the city.”

“Oh?”

“There is a most curious pamphlet being distributed. Claims of corruption in the Neman Church. Victorianists murdering politicians, deceiving the commonfolk, committing all manner of crimes.”

Glaser heard the pamphlet being handed to someone – Ozolinsh, as it turned out.

“‘The Victorianists are deceiving you’,” she read in a monotone. “‘The so-called mind rot is not a plague; it is our salvation. The Victorian Church will kill to hide the truth from you. Do not let them steal your soul’s apotheosis.’” There was a pause. “And it goes on like that.”

“What rot,” Glaser muttered.

“Also, the commonfolk aren’t going to know what the word ‘apotheosis’ means,” Velimir said.

“You should go out and explain it to them.”

“I dare not. Feels like the city’s gone mad. There’s another pamphlet about Victorianism failing the wolfmen. Apparently some bizarre denunciation penned by the Countess Bokori.”

Glaser turned in the direction of Lyzander. “That’s the one you were just telling me about.”

“Aye,” the captain replied. “These are all parts of some sort of plan. There’s no question of it.”

They all sat in silence for a long while.

Eventually Glaser said, “Well, Captain, all I can say is, whatever it is you and Bosko are going to do, I suggest you do it soon.”







XXIII

Nothing but a Memory

“It is perfectly possible to make money from inter-national warfare. The difficult part is winning the thing first.”

GENERAL TAKUYA CORNELL
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Kato Territory

GREAT NORTHERN BARRIER RANGE

“They were wretched creatures when I first found them. Even more so than they are today. Sabrecats, some jaguars – even their infertile offspring. All had been taken during the Magickal Cataclysm. There were bears, at one point, too, but that bloodline expired. Just a dreadful, ghastly mistake.”

Peter and the old man were sitting in a clearing in front of a small fire – just two humans in the quiet, peaceful darkness of the forest.

“There was enough semblance of life in these creatures to make it worth husbanding them. They tried to kill me plenty, but they were so weak.” He chuckled. “It was like fighting off children. Many of them were much shorter, too, than they are now. Weak and stunted for want of nutrients. They could not get enough meat, you see. Their dread aura repulsed everything – as yours does now,” he added to Peter’s obvious dismay. “All living things can sense the lifelessness in other things. Their lack of spirit, of soul. Whatever that exotic matter is that makes up your mind, your essence. We fear its absence, like our prehistoric ancestors feared their prehistoric predators.”

“How did you come to be here?” Peter asked.

“I came here over a hundred and fifty years ago. Few had made this part of the world their business back then. Sova was still locked in bloody interregnum. The ‘Unsure Republic’, the Sovan rump state, its many limbs cut off at the stem. The Western Kingdoms were leaving. The north had been gifted back to the pagans. The armies of Qaresh swept through the old frontier, whilst Kòvosk succumbed to civil war instigated by Iliyana of Casimir.

“I came from an old Templar legacy sect known as the Bruta Sarkan. It means to be cast aside.”

“Your order,” Peter murmured. “They are all—”

“Dead, to a man. Yes.”

“How do you know?”

The tree-man thought for a moment. “I have a way of seeing things,” he said eventually.

They sat in companionable silence for a little while. Peter had no sense of the passage of time in that place, but the vague and persistent sense of urgency which had long settled in him, like water in an aquifer, had gone. In its place was a feeling of acceptance, and comfort.

“After the First Lord Regent disbanded and dismantled so much of what used to make Sova the foremost power in the world, and forbade the practice of séance, we Bruta Sarkan went into deep hiding. We knew that there was no avoiding our connexion with the afterlife. Much like the villains of our age seek to exploit the death magicks of the spirit realm for their own ends, so do the angels and demons of that place seek to exploit us. To cut ourselves off from the magicks of the afterlife would be like a soldier casting away his shield. We knew this, but the commonfolk did not. They were tired of the arcana and the dangers it represented.”

“Why?”

“Because of the Claver Heresy.”

Peter nodded absently. The Claver Heresy was a well-known episode in the history of the Empire, though he himself was not familiar with the details of it.

“What happened?”

The tree-man smiled darkly. “Bartholomew Claver was a mediaeval Neman patria who sought to yoke the powers of the afterlife for his own ends – and those of his demonic patron, Ramayah the Progenitor. And he would have attained the Imperial throne, too, had his scheme not been stopped by Saint Helena.” The old monk drew himself up, and sighed. “We Bruta Sarkan knew it would only be a matter of time before Ramayah tried again. And so we continued to monitor the spirit realm, to speak with the creatures in it, to travel there via the art of séance and necromancy. And we examined all of the books we could salvage from the great burning that marked the beginning of the Sovan Regency for any clue, any sign of what our future might hold.

“The Great Silence was one of many potential notches on Fate’s Wheel, but something about it… I knew it would come to pass. It sang to me across the void, a single, infinite note. But even if I was right, it would not come to pass for many decades. Centuries, even. Perhaps millennia – perhaps never, for all my certainty. What mortal mind can comprehend such a thing? Further, who would be willing to make such sacrifices for people so far in the future? People they could never possibly hope to know, or meet?” He snorted then, bitterly. “As matters have transpired, I have met them.”

“But the other monks did not agree with you?”

“We were no different from any other collection of people. We had our own squabbles, our own disagreements. There are so many prophecies; not only those captured in old scrolls and codexes and volumes, but we were being given fresh auguries every day. Every time we conducted a séance, beings would clamour to pass information to us. Oh, we never spoke to elder gods, angels, demons. The Detian pantheon was for ever out of our grasping reach, and of course we never courted the attention of devils, though sometimes it was given to us whether we wanted it or not.

“I turned everything, every waking hour, to unearthing as much information around the Great Silence as I could. My peers thought me a fool. Several times the fortress came under attack from adventuring Qareshians and Kasar. The order came close to perishing many times. And then one day I was shown a vision. I saw the Kato. Null, spiritless beasts, black spots in the tapestry of life. Blank, vile, frightening. They had no value to the afterlife’s predators, no spiritual energy to yoke; and by the same token, they repulsed all mortal life with their unnaturalness. For creatures such as the Vorr, who consume such matter – who survive on it – they presented an irresistible opportunity. I knew that the Kato would be important, one day. The prophecies promised as much.

“Of course, at the time I knew nothing of the Vorr. But my instincts about the Kato were not misplaced. I left my brothers on the frontier and I spent many months travelling to this place. I found the Kato, a tiny community on the brink of death.”

Here he paused again, the firelight dancing in his eyes.

“You can only imagine my surprise to find the Spear of Vangrid here.”

“The… what?”

“The Spear of Vangrid. The blade used by Ramayah to cut out her heart, and damn himself for eternity.”

“That’s the golden blade? The artefact that the Kato use for the ritual?”

“Mm-hm.”

Peter thought of the visions, the séance, the ritual – everything he and the arcane task force had seen and heard.

“I saw it. Renata saw it. The murder of Vangrid. So many connexions,” he said with breathless, terrified reverence. “It’s as though it is all… preordained.”

“It is like that, isn’t it?” the tree-man said mysteriously.

Peter shook his head in confusion. “How did it come to be here? The Spear?”

“I know not. I can only surmise that someone else was afforded the same wisdom and foresight as I to bring it to this place, for it is only via its constructive magick that I was able to husband the Kato.”

“But it could have been a coincidence?”

The monk clearly did not like this suggestion. “There is no such thing as coincidence when we are dealing with matters such as these.”

“What does the Spear do?”

The monk paused, letting his irritation subside. “There are two types of magick to be drawn from the afterlife: constructive, and destructive. The former is how races like the mer-men, Kasar, catmen came to be in the first place. The latter? Well, I do not need to tell you what destruction is.”

“No,” Peter murmured.

“The Spear can do a great many things. By itself it is simply an attenuation artefact, a magickal amplifier.”

“It cuts through the aether.”

The monk nodded. “It is how the magick is able to be channelled.”

“It makes the skin between worlds thin here.”

“It does.”

“Is it not dangerous to use it in this way?”

“What choice did I have? The Kato had to survive. Not only survive, but flourish. The Spear was the only way of doing it. And their natural invisibility acted as a cloak, shielding the Spear from discovery.”

Peter thought of the cat people, of the tumescent growths, the rampant cancers, their sagging, vacant affect. There were many words he would use to describe them, but flourishing was not one.

“And you made more by transmuting humans.”

The man met Peter’s eye defiantly. “You imply I have erred?”

“I am not in a position to imply anything,” Peter said, though he was unable to keep the revulsion from his voice. “I am not well-versed in these matters. I have not the gift of your foresight.”

“Yet,” the monk said quietly, sending a thrill of terror through him. There was another silence. “I am no fool. I know that I have committed atrocities. The transmutation ritual is a horror. But I believe that sometimes history, Fate, selects a person to shoulder these burdens. A lesser evil to prevent the rise of a greater.”

“How did you come to be?”

“At first I thought it was a simple mistake. Channelling constructive magick in this way, making incisions in the walls between planes, allowing sorceries to flow across dimensions like blood… I knew that any number of things could go wrong. A splinter, a piece of bark, touched by the Spear, imbued with that magickal essence? It fused with me, as it has with you.”

Peter swallowed. He did not want to hear more, but he had to know.

“How long did the transformation take?”

“Several months,” the man said. There was bitterness in his voice. “I had to teach the Kato how to perform the procedure themselves. I… ritualised it. I thought if I created a sacred rite, it would be easier for them to remember and pass down through the generations. The Kato do not live long. Twenty, thirty years? Their very existence offends the natural order of the world. But rituals, ceremonies, sacraments? These things can survive for ever.”

He paused, lost in reflection. “Of course, I expected to die. Not become this.”

“And this is what will become of me?”

“I have a feeling you are on a different path. A path which shares a common root.”

“How does my path differ from yours?”

“I cannot say. But it does. You are destined for something else. Some other purpose.”

“There is no way to reverse it?”

“If there is, I do not know it. I do not have the Spear any more. I cannot access its magicks.”

“If I brought it to you, would you know how?”

The monk paused. “I have an idea.”

Peter tried not to let this give him hope. He asked guardedly, “Why have the Kato not brought it to you?”

“I cannot make them understand me.”

“It is as simple as that?”

“They fear me as a god. And for that reason they will not approach close enough for me to commune with them. They will fear you, too.”

“If I brought it to you, you would be able to reverse… this?”

The monk’s expression was difficult to read.

“The most important thing now is to take the Kato into battle against the vacants,” he said. “That is their preordained purpose. They are an army – the only army that can face the thralls and prevail.”

“And my preordained purpose is to lead them in this?”

“Yes.”

“And if I refuse?”

The monk sighed. “Those affected by the ‘mind rot’, as it has come to be called, will reach a critical mass. Once that happens, there will be no volume of soldiers, fortresses, cannon, ships and muskets that can keep them at bay. We are talking about the extinction of all life in the world. And all of that power, all of those spiritual essences, all of that thaumaturgic energy will be transmitted to Ramayah and the Vorr.”

Peter shook his head. “I did not ask for this burden.”

“You think I did?” the monk demanded suddenly, furiously. “We are talking about the supremacy of Hell!”

There was a long silence. The monk let his temper cool. “There may be something I can do to reverse the lignification,” he said quietly. “Accept the mantle as the leader of the Kato, take them south.”

“But what if I end up like you? Before I can get anywhere? I’m no good to anyone if I suddenly sprout roots.”

The monk seemed untroubled. “You have plenty of time,” he said, though it seemed a disingenuous thing to say.

“But you will try and stop it?”

“Yes.”

“Will they still follow me if I am no longer turning into a tree?”

“If you wield the Spear, they will follow you.”

Peter sat in silence for a long time. “So this is my fate.”

“Think about it this way: if Captain Furlan had not interrupted the ritual, you would be a mere Kato right now. At least this way you are in command.”

“Scant comfort.”

“We must play the hand we are dealt. Even one as burdensome as this. Now go. And do what Fate has marked for you.”
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“What you have marked for me, more like,” Peter muttered as he found himself back in his ailing mortal body. He was lying on his back, being cradled by Olwin where he had apparently fallen. Whatever brief articulation he had enjoyed in his wooden arm had gone. Now the thing was a useless stump again.

“What happened?” Olwin asked him.

Peter told her everything he remembered. Olwin eyed the huge wytch elm in front of them.

“So that is your part to play,” she said.

“Seems like it,” Peter replied.

After a little while, they both stood. Peter approached Furlan. “Take me to the Spear,” he said. It seemed as though his communion with the tree-man had had the desired effect, for now Furlan led them wordlessly back towards the Kato settlement. This time they did not pause at the threshold; instead, Furlan led them through, and to a place that Peter remembered with a marked sense of dread. Here, overlooking the incredible vista of the Great Northern Barrier Range and the distant and vast Lake Ena, was the ritual stone.

Standing on the platform was the Kato shaman, unclothed and sagging under the weight of fresh tumescent growth. Pus and tissue fluid pattered about his feet intermittently where some of the growths leaked.

Peter expected there to be some sort of symbolic, ceremonial handover, the sort of pageantry and pomp and circumstance that Sova might have contrived. But the shaman simply held out the Spear of Vangrid, and Peter took it in his hand. He experienced nothing more than a brief spell of vertigo – no visions, portents, auguries, dreams. The Spear felt weighty, though, and not only from its metallic heft. It seemed to hum like a tuning fork, vibrating with aethereal energy. There was also a strong sense of displacement to it. Peter was certain that the Spear was not where it was supposed to be, and that it somehow knew this.

“What happens now?” Olwin asked him.

“I will take it to the tree-man first,” Peter replied, realising that he had never once troubled to learn the man’s name, nor had the man yielded it up. “There may be a way to undo this.” He tapped the Spear against his left arm, entertaining a brief, wild hope that it would simply turn back into flesh and blood.

But the only thing he achieved was the sound of metal tapping against wood.
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They moved back through the settlement. Still nothing seemed to have bestirred the catmen to action. They stood around like cattle, seemingly aware of Peter and Olwin only as moving objects rather than intelligent human beings.

“How will you command them?” Olwin whispered.

“I have no idea,” Peter said, his mind elsewhere.

“I don’t think this is a good thing. Good idea,” Olwin pressed, having to jog slightly to keep up with Peter. “Can you trust this man?”

“Look at me, for Nema’s sake!” Peter hissed, rounding on her. “What would you have me do?”

He regretted his temper immediately. Olwin could have abandoned him many months ago, and would have been utterly blameless in doing so. But she had not. She had stuck with him, had given him – him, revolting, repugnant, monstrous him – her love and companionship and understanding. She did not have to be here, and yet she had come.

“I am sorry.”

But she waved him off impatiently, not bothered in the slightest by his outburst. “I am worried, Petro. Concerned. Jes?”

He nodded. “I know. But I have no choice.”

She gripped his arm – the one that was still human – with surprising ferocity. “But you do.”

He was filled with a profound sense of longing then, of deep resentment. Why could he not just be with her? Why had he been burdened with this cursed half-life? The temptation to flee had never been stronger in that moment.

But no. There was no choice. Not really. Even if he eloped, the lignification would complete, and he would die. And if by some miracle the monk was able to reverse his affliction, and he and Olwin escaped into the mountains, what would be the point? They would be hiding away as the world died around them. Worse, they would be doing so as some of the only people with the opportunity to stop it from happening in the first place. It was a miserable burden – and it would cost him his life – but he had to do it. He would expect any other inheritor to do the same. The monk was right. Fate had marked him.

He stroked Olwin’s cheek with his remaining human thumb. “No. This is the way it has to be.”

She wept then, but he knew she understood.

He walked back to the shrine. The Spear seem to pulse in his hand.

“Please, Nema,” he whispered. “If you ever loved me, please let this work.”

Hope, that hateful thing, filled him with its spiteful urgency. Perhaps it could all be undone. Perhaps the tree-man was not a cosmic charlatan, as Peter privately feared him to be. Perhaps his affliction was about to be reversed.

But even as he pressed the Spear into the monk’s outstretched hand, the nagging doubts reached fever pitch.

<Finally> the monk said.

“No!” Olwin screamed as the tree-man plunged the Spear of Vangrid deep into his own wooden heart.

Peter braced for the scream as the tree-man’s soul was devoured by the Vorr; but of all the people on the mortal plane, he did not think there was any one person so prepared to face the horror of it. Indeed, there was nothing. No sound. No scream. Just the sense of a person finally achieving the oblivion they so desperately craved.

The wytch elm died before their eyes. Its branches wilted, its leaves tumbled down like volcanic ash. Peter had the presence of mind to snatch the Spear back before the tree’s enormous limbs, some of them weighing the better part of a tonne, began to snap and crash down like severed ships’ masts.

He had to physically pull Olwin out of the way as she raged against this injustice. But he himself was reconciled to it. The thing he had secretly expected to happen had happened, and his prevailing emotion was weariness, rather than anger.

He hooked his arm around Olwin’s waist and drew her away from the dying shrine.

“He tricked you!” she raged. “Gutless swine! Coward! He tricked you!”

“No,” Peter murmured, his eyes half-lidded. He let out a sigh so long and freighted with resignation he almost expected to deflate into nothingness. “It’s time to play our part in this divine mummery.”

Olwin lapsed, red-eyed and sullen, to silence. Peter felt deeply guilty, but perhaps it was a good thing. He would perish soon. It was good for her to divest herself emotionally from him.

They walked back to the settlement. The catmen stood around, for the first time showing some signs of presence and engagement.

“I am your leader now,” Peter said, brandishing the Spear. “Yes?”

Was it his mind playing tricks on him, or was there a sense of affirmation?

“You will follow me. We have a long way to go, and a hard fight at the end of it. Understand?”

The Kato began to growl. Some of them thumped their chests. For a moment, Peter thought they were going to simply kill him; but then more began to appear in the clearing, dropping down from the trees, climbing out of dens, descending from higher up the mountain. He exchanged a look with Olwin, seeing his own wide-eyed surprise reflected back at him as more and more Kato appeared seemingly from nowhere. They stood in astonishment as the number of catmen grew with every passing second, until an enormous host was marshalled and more still were pouring out of every conceivable hiding spot.

“By Nema,” Peter murmured as they began to move past him down the mountain, as though they were clockwork figures heading down a preordained path. Perhaps it was. Perhaps the old man had been telling the truth. Perhaps these creatures really were the antidote to the vacants. A cosmic inoculation.

“Thousands,” Olwin breathed. “There are thousands of them.”

Peter felt his heart flutter with excitement. “Come on,” he said, following the Kato down the mountain. “We have a lot of thralls to kill.”







XXIV

Firm Friends

“The enemy of my enemy is not my friend, but she is certainly a person I can do business with.”

COUNTESS EDITA MHASALKAR
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Straits of Marieke

THE JADE SEA

They were making nine knots with the weather gauge, and cut quickly up the Jade Sea. They kept Marieke Island well to the west, for there was a decent section of naval artillery there, but after that they cleaved quite close to the Horn. Port Gero, after all, was still in Sovan hands, and had a sizeable victualling yard.

The Hyena ploughed through the water. A low-pressure system had formed over the western part of the sea, filling the sky with thick piles of grey cloud and churning the ocean to ten-foot swell. Day after day the decks were scoured with warm rain and foamy brine, but even this surprise summer sluicing could not dampen the hands’ spirits.

Laine wanted nothing more than to bask in the crew’s adoration. Instead he was entirely preoccupied by Kuroda, who had been stuck in the grip of another arcane seizure for two days.

Parish had manhandled the man into his chamber. The Ayakashis had done what they could, but surprisingly that had turned out to be very little. Kuroda had long assumed that the Taiyosenshi sub-mariner corps would have been able to arrest the man’s condition, perhaps even fix it. But they seemed to be as worried and useless as the Sovans. Laine had dismissed them to plug the gaps in his crew – several dozen had lost their lives in the escape from Talaka – whilst he, Father Eugenius, and the ship’s surgeon, Ms Narváez, tended to the onmyoji.

“Does the vomiting ever stop?” Narváez asked, concurrently horrified and professionally fascinated. Kuroda had been producing a near-constant stream of brine from his mouth since the bull-ram yoking, to the point where they had one of the midshipmen carrying out a bucketful of the stuff every turn of the hourglass.

“No,” Laine said, his hand on Kuroda’s chest. The man’s eyes were balls of black, and there was no obvious process of life about him.

“It’s not coming from his lungs,” Narváez murmured.

“No.”

“He’s breathing. I can feel it.”

“’Tis obviously not an earthly malady!” Laine snapped, reaching out absent-mindedly for a ceiling beam to steady himself against the rolling swell.

Narváez continued her examination as around them effects rattled in their cupboards and chests. “Here,” she said. “What’s this?”

She pulled a section of the man’s kimono to one side, revealing an unnatural-looking bruise.

“What is that?” Eugenius asked.

“Get his top off,” Laine said, and between the three of them they roughly undressed the onmyoji.

“Good lord,” Laine said as the three of them stood back, appraising the man’s torso. It was covered in bruises, but they were in strange and specific patterns.

“I can’t…” Eugenius said, wincing. “Is anybody else—”

“Having a devil of a time focusing on them?” Laine grumbled.

“… Yes,” said Narváez. They were so transfixed by the markings that none of them had noticed Kuroda’s arm twitching.

Somewhere in the galley kitchen, amidst a great deal of swearing, something fell to the floor and smashed.

“That’s the ninth bell, Captain,” one of the midshipmen said, looking green with seasickness. The girl, sixteen years old, had lost an eye in the raid, and bustled through the cabin with a patch. She heaved up the pail of sputum and carried it up to the quarterdeck.

“What do you suppose they are?” Eugenius asked.

“Patria, fetch one of the Ayakashis, would you? It might be their language,” Laine replied, though he was doubtful. He had spent enough time in and around Tsukumo to recognise their script.

Eugenius, who could speak Tsukumese but not read it, duly left the room, leaving Narváez and Laine standing and examining Kuroda.

“This is well beyond me,” the surgeon said after a few moments of silence. She lurched backwards as the Hyena skipped down a twenty-footer, avoiding Kuroda’s questing hand by a whisker.

“I think this goes well beyond any of us,” Laine said, so steady on his feet he might as well have been bolted to the upper deck.

“Mind your back, Captain,” the midshipman said, returning.

“Hm? Oh, yes,” Laine said, stepping round as the girl set the bucket underneath the dripping table.

“I think we’d better—” he began, turning to Narváez; then the midshipman screamed out, and Laine turned sharply to see Kuroda had grabbed the girl by the wrist. “Watch!” he bellowed as she collapsed, vacant, and nearly cracked her head on a dresser. It was only by Laine’s quick thinking – and what would likely be a broken knuckle – that he managed to get a hand between her skull and the corner –

And then he too was fading as surely as if he’d hit his own head.
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He’d been underwater enough times over the course of his career to know the sensation, and yet there was something decidedly… unnatural about the water he found himself in.

It had been a brisk, blustery morning on the Jade Sea, the sky grey and heavy with cloud, but it had been most assuredly daytime. Yet this place was as black as midnight. It was like swimming in a vast barrel pitch.

His first thought – that he had somehow been knocked over the side of the Hyena – was quickly put from his mind. But whatever the true nature of his surroundings, one thing was certain: he needed to surface before he drowned.

He kicked his legs with purpose, searching for the sun. But after several minutes of constant upwards motion, with no sign whatever of the surface, he realised that he did not need to breathe. Or rather, he was breathing. Or rather, not breathing, but not possessed of the urge to, either.

He stopped kicking.

He floated in that strange, colourless space, waiting for the familiar urgency to grow in the pits of his lungs, for his throat to spasm and tremble, and for his mouth to open involuntarily and so inhale the death-giving brine. But there was nothing. Save for the sensation of floating, he might not have been in water at all.

He sensed movement to his right, and turned. His heart lurched, for it looked as though a shark were approaching, or perhaps a giant squid – vicious and dangerous in their own way. But he realised it was the midshipman, the one he had saved from braining herself in Kuroda’s cabin.

“Captain?” she said, somehow able to speak and be heard clearly. Her remaining eye was wide with terror.

“Ms Monteiro,” he said as her name returned to him. “Hold fast.”

Whatever fear she felt seemed to melt away in the presence of the captain – an entirely misplaced confidence, for Laine had neither the faintest clue what was happening nor what to do about it.

Something rumbled far below them.

“What was that?” Monteiro whispered, and again her voice cut through the intervening matter – it could not be called water with any certainty – with ease.

“I know not. But here; be silent a moment. We do not want to attract anything.”

Another enormous noise came from the deep ocean floor, the sound of a huge creature, or even an underwater earthquake or volcanic eruption.

Laine tapped Monteiro on her arm. She turned to him, desperate for instruction.

He pointed upwards. She nodded, and together they began to slowly kick their way to what Laine hoped was the surface.
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They swam for what felt like an age, though Laine’s muscles did not ache for respite. If the sensation had not been one of swimming, he might have thought they were simply floating through the air. But their legs found purchase against the aethereal matter of their surroundings, and they ascended in the way flotsam might.

There were several more deep, booming rumbles. At one point Laine fancied he saw the distant silhouette of an enormous figure moving effortlessly through the black ocean.

And then, eventually, they broke the surface.

He looked about. Away in the distance was a beach which looked to be formed of white sand and rock; but otherwise this was a bleak, featureless place, monochrome and oppressive, nothing but an endless black sea.

“Where are we, Captain?” Monteiro asked him, gasping for breath her lungs did not need, drawing from air that was not air.

The afterlife, Laine wanted to say, but did not. He might frighten her, and she might panic and bring something down upon them.

Or up.

“Come on,” he said, nodding towards the distant shoreline. “Let’s at least get out of this blasted water.”
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They swam to the beach. What Laine had hoped was white sand transpired to be uncountable quantities of bones. Tiny finger bones, femurs, skulls, ribs, spines, every bone in the human body, small and large, from the old and young and everything in between. Many were intact. Much more was simply powder.

“What is this place?” Monteiro asked, drinking in the endless osseous beach with horror.

Laine looked around. An infinity of black ocean next to an infinity of white bonemeal. It was like standing at the junction of two chess tiles.

The place was silent, and the silence was tangible and frightening and oppressive.

“Somewhere I have a feeling we are not supposed to be,” he replied. He nodded ahead of them. “Looks to be someone on the horizon. Let’s have a look.”
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If the swimming had taken a quiet eternity, then the trudging through that plain of bones was no different.

Crunch, crunch, crunch went their footsteps. It was like walking on gravel. Brittle ribcages, dusty old skulls, desiccated limbs snapped and crumbled and disintegrated under their bootsteps.

Crunch, crunch, crunch.

On they trekked, day and night, except there was nothing of either. Nothing but an endless gloomy twilight, frozen in time and space. They felt neither hunger, thirst nor fatigue. Every so often something would stir in the black waters and draw their attention. Sometimes it was close to shore; others times on the distant horizon. Sometimes both Laine and Monteiro would see something frightening and uncanny, and they would exchange a glance; and then they would turn away from each other, pretending they had not seen.

Crunch, crunch, crunch.

It was easier to pretend they had not seen.
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Laine squinted at the horizon. The figure slowly resolved into a solitary man.

“Who is that?” Monteiro asked him, as though he might have any idea whatever.

But to his surprise, he did know.

“I’ll be damned if that’s not Kaito Kuroda,” he murmured. “Cut along now. Before the wretch escapes.”
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As it transpired, there was no risk of the onmyoji fleeing. The man might as well have been made of stone.

“Wait here a moment,” Laine said to Monteiro uncertainly, and she obliged without question, sitting down on a small patch where the bones had been worn down to fine powder.

He approached Kuroda. He saw now that the man was squatting down, one knee planted into the bone dust. In the water, several small shapes, which Laine had taken to be igneous outcrops, quickly disappeared beneath the waves.

“I am sorry,” Kuroda said, standing.

But Laine was too bewildered to muster up the anger he was certain he should have felt.

“Who was that?” he asked, pointing to the water. “Mer-men?”

Kuroda nodded.

“What did they want?”

But the onmyoji shook his head, as though that were an answer. To his own surprise, Laine did not find himself pursuing the subject.

They stood in silence for a moment. Kuroda’s curiously relaxed pose and his general lack of urgency served to give Laine a misguided sense of calm.

“What is this place?” Laine asked. He saw now that Kuroda’s bruises were glowing faintly, though his eyes looked normal enough.

“This is the Ossian Sea.”

Laine looked about. “The afterlife.” It was not quite a question, but the onmyoji did not treat it as one in any event.

“Hm,” Kuroda grunted. “Part of it. There are many parts.”

Laine once again examined the water, the shore. Like all of the other orphan children growing up in Port Meinrad, he had been unable to escape the ministrations of the local Nemans. He had the rudiments of the religion.

“This is the home of Lord Stygio?”

“Hai.”

“It is not… this is not how it is presented in the pictures I have seen. In the Neman Creed.”

“No.”

Laine endured a brief spell of vertigo, and felt his body break out in gooseflesh. He shook his head. This could not be it. This could not be the afterlife. Stygio, the patron saint of sailors the world over, had made his home in this miserable place? This was where Laine had prayed for his soul to be taken?

“Good gods.”

“Peace, Captain.”

Laine was a member of the Sovan Navy, and so had had a great deal of practice in holding his tongue against all of his instincts. Besides, this was not his arena. They were not on the Hyena any more. Kuroda was the master now.

He took a moment to compose himself.

“What are we doing here, Mr Kuroda?”

The onmyoji sighed. “Waiting,” he replied. “It will not be long.”

“Will not be long until what?”

“We can go back.”

“What the devil are we waiting for?”

“Please, Captain,” Kuroda said. “It is not wise to make too much noise here.”

And then Laine remembered something.

“I thought the afterlife had become impassable,” he murmured quietly. “Taken over by malignant spirits, or some such.”

“Which is precisely why we must be quiet,” Kuroda replied in a low voice. He never once took his eyes off the horizon.

“What are you looking for?”

“Boushoku shin.” Before Laine could ask what that meant, Kuroda’s eyes widened. “Time to go,” he said.

“Damn your eyes—” Laine started, but remembered Monteiro. “Ms Monteiro! Get here. Quickly now!”

She leapt to her feet and ran over to them instantly, and Laine grabbed her by the hand.

“By Nema, what is that thing?” he asked, squinting at the horizon. It looked for all the world like some hellish ship, a gigantic black vessel wrought from iron and spikes and bone. Aboard it were bizarre creatures, all claws and carapace, scuttling about like lobsters.

And then Kuroda grabbed his left wrist, and they were ascending once again.
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He awoke in Kuroda’s cabin, lying awkwardly on the floor next to Monteiro. Standing over them was Narváez, as well as Father Eugenius, a pair of Ayakashis, and several Marines who had been about to manhandle the two of them out of the chamber.

“Get that thing away from me,” Laine muttered, swatting the mop handle aside where an enterprising Marine had sought to disconnect him from Monteiro.

“Captain? Are you all right?” Narváez asked.

“I’m fine.” He turned to Monteiro. “Are you all right?”

She nodded, blanched, though whether from her experience in the afterlife or her acute seasickness was difficult to tell.

“Back to your duties. We shall discuss this later.”

“Yes, Captain,” she said, and leapt out of the room without so much as a parting glance.

“What happened?” Narváez asked.

“How long have I been out?” Laine asked.

Narváez and Eugenius exchanged a brief glance. “Four, five minutes?”

Laine gawped. “Bloody Nema,” he murmured. He felt as though he had been journeying through that hellish realm for a fortnight.

Next to him, Kuroda stirred. Laine allowed himself to be pulled to his feet by one of the Marines. “To my cabin then, onmyoji,” Laine said wearily. “You know the drill by now.”
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The weather drew in and the swell worsened over the course of the day, so that everything was tightly secured on deck and even the seasoned hands began to vomit. Parish and Kan, the ship’s master, agreed that the storm was only going to worsen by the evening, and Laine ordered that the day’s main meal be prepared early and that everything be cleared away and secured in preparation.

Kuroda cut a wretched figure as he came into the cabin and took his customary seat opposite Laine. One of the Marines had given him a spare jacket to wear, and Vang had prepared a piping-hot pot of coffee for the two of them.

“Here, put some of this in it,” Laine said, pulling out the sugar pot normally reserved for when the admiral of the Meridian Ocean fleet was aboard. “Helps restore the constitution.”

The onmyoji accepted the sugar gratefully, and the two of them drank their coffee in silence for a moment, gimballing their cups around so as to mitigate the worst of the swell.

“Just what in the damned fucking hell was that all about, then?” Laine asked, though there was little anger in his voice. Just a weary resignation that he would never fully understand the course of events, no matter how much he might wish to. And now there were his visions of the afterlife to contend with, too, a fresh psychological burden ranking alongside battle-bereavement, which he wished he could immediately divest himself of. “The whole truth now, please, Mr Kuroda.”

“Some – most of truth,” Kuroda replied. “Cannot give all. Very good reason why.”

“I should bloody well hope so,” Laine growled, though he could not help but admire the man’s absolute obstinacy. He’d have more success getting information out of solid concrete.

“Conduit, making conduit of self, very dangerous. Very dangerous. Yes?”

“I’ll say.”

“Yoking whales, used to be safe. High energy, but not dangerous, not for skilled onmyoji. See?”

“Yes, I see.”

“But matters now changed, for the worse. Great Silence. You have heard of this?”

Laine waggled his hand. “A little. It’s all passed me by.”

“I am working with Sova, with Stygion, to protect Eye of Sea.”

“Yes, I know that much.”

“Protect…” He searched for the word a moment.

“Should I fetch Father Eu—”

“No. I just tell you for now.”

“Suit yourself,” Laine said uncertainly.

“Something try to open Eye of Sea. Prophesied. Come through. Yes?”

“I know there has been some sort of prophecy,” Laine said. It was a half-truth, but with all of these arcane matters, it was a solid bet that something had been prophesied by someone.

“We stop.”

“Well.” Laine threw back the rest of his very sweet coffee, and poured another cupful. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I’m more interested in the Casimirs.”

“So, we must go to Port Jacqueline.”

Laine opened his mouth, his brow furrowed. He closed his mouth again. He thought a moment, trying to recall whether the Admiralty had ordered him to Port Jacqueline.

“No,” he said slowly, still frowning. “My orders are to take you to the Iris Isles.”

“Plan change,” Kuroda said. “Meet Stygion at Port Jacqueline. There are Casimiran ships there.”

Laine looked around the cabin as though this was some sort of joke and a dozen hands were about to spring out of various cupboards and wardrobes and point and laugh at him.

“That’s precisely why we must avoid the place,” he said.

Kuroda made a frustrated noise. “No,” he said patiently. “Plan change. Iliyanabourg attacked. Destroyed.”

“Destroyed!” Laine thundered, nearly throwing his coffee all over the onmyoji. “What? By whom? How could you possibly know this?”

“I speak to… Stygion.”

Now Laine remembered. It was like trying to recall the details of a dream. But he could see the shapes of the mer-men in his mind’s eye, bobbing amongst the black waves of the realm of Stygio. “In the… afterlife?”

“Hai. There are Casimirs on… For us.” He pointed between himself and Laine repeatedly.

“Defectors, you mean? They are on our side?”

Kuroda clapped his hands once. “Hai. Yes! Must meet up. Then on to Iris Isles.”

Laine sighed. “Fine,” he muttered. “Nema fuck and blast, I hope someone is going to explain to me what’s going on a damn sight better than you are. Tell me, if you could yoke the bull rams to break the chain across the Yaro, why did you not do that before the raid?”

“You see why,” Kuroda said darkly. “Conduit, dangerous. Very dangerous. Could have died, or worse. Very grave risk.”

“What is worse than death?”

But Kuroda simply repeated himself. “You see why. For now. But we fight back. Fix problem. Yes?”

Laine pulled a brandy bottle from his desk, and diluted his coffee with it so that the cup was full to the brim. He offered some to Kuroda, who gratefully accepted.

“And what is your role in all this?”

“I cannot say.”

“So there’s the secret part.”

“It is all secret. I tell you because you are my friend, Captain.”

Laine smiled in spite of himself. “Aye. And you are mine, Mr Kuroda. In spite of your very best efforts.”

“I must keep these things to myself for now. Very important.”

“Well, I can assure you, not a breath of it will escape my lips.”

“It matters not. If spoken about, if said out loud, become like… like concrete. Fixed into tapestry of time. Enemies can see. So must be secret. You understand? Cannot forewarn them.”

“I… think I understand,” Laine said, though he did not. He stood and opened his wardrobe, and put on his waxed greatcoat and sou’wester. “And now if you will excuse me,” he said. Something about all of this made him eager to be up on deck. At least there he knew precisely what was going on. “I am going to take some air.”

[image: ]
They set a course for Port Jacqueline, much to the surprise and trepidation of the hands. The Casimiran Navy’s Serpentine fleet had the run of the Jade Sea, having defeated the Sovans decisively at Oksanastadt several months before.

They stopped briefly for supplies at Port Gero. Laine stood at the ship’s rail, watching as they were brought aboard; thousands of pounds of beef, pork, tack and butter, and hundreds of butts of water and beer, all under the watchful eyes of the Hyena’s purser. Kuroda stood a little way off on the quarterdeck, squinting into the bright grey sky.

“What are you looking for?” Laine asked him eventually.

“Tsukai,” the man replied. “Messenger.”

“A messenger? Here? How could you possibly—”

“A bird,” Kuroda said, and then laughed. “A bird.”

“From where? Surely not Hakuchōjō?”

Kuroda shook his head. “No. Although that would be possible.”

“Like an albatross?”

“It is a big bird, yes.”

“And you’ve trained them? Not you personally – your people?”

“Yes.”

“Where is this one coming from, then?”

“Sova.”

Laine scoffed. “How could you know?”

Kuroda half turned, giving him a lopsided smile and a wink. “Feeling.”

The day wore on, and the Hyena’s waterline sank lower and lower. Laine bustled about with the purser as the ship was victualled, checked the route to the Iris Isles with Kan, and even spent a brief quarter-hour talking to the hands, before rejoining Kuroda just after the fourth bell.

“There,” the onmyoji said, pointing.

Laine followed the line of the man’s finger, and then trained his spyglass on the distant bird.

“Well blow me down,” he said as the thing grew bigger. “Is that a cut on its head?”

“No. Plumage.”

Two or three minutes later, the bird landed on the taffrail. It was a truly remarkable specimen, white-feathered and with an arresting patch of crimson across its face.

“Nema, what a handsome beast,” Laine said. “Someone fetch Father Eugenius, he’ll love this.”

He watched as Kuroda stroked the bird’s head, talking quietly to it in Tsukumese. Then he unbuttoned the small leather scroll-holder attached to its leg, and withdrew two messages.

“What do they say?” Laine asked, unable to contain his boyish excitement.

But Kuroda shook his head. “It’s not for me.”

“It’s written in Tsukumese, I can see that from here.”

“It’s just telling me that this,” Kuroda held up the second message, “is for a woman named ‘Renata Rainer’.”

“Who the devil is that?”

Kuroda sighed, unable to conceal his own disappointment. “Captain, I was going to ask you the same question.”
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They pressed north-west under a full spread of sail. Everything to the west was Casimiran maritime territory, but there was no sign of any of their ships.

Two days later, on a sunny afternoon, with the pressure rising and the wind dropping, Port Jacqueline hove into view. On the horizon they could see the grey and white peaks of the Monts de la Garde, the large mountain range in which the enemy’s capital, Iliyanabourg, was nestled.

And, apparently, destroyed.

Quite how it had happened continued to escape Laine, and the Sovans in Port Gero had no idea either, though they had confirmed the rumour. Something about the psychological contagion which had escaped confinement in the north and was now wreaking havoc down the coast.

“Look there, Captain,” Parish said as Laine joined him on the forecastle. Laine pulled out his spyglass and followed the line of his lieutenant’s finger.

“Looks like the Épaulard,” Laine murmured.

“That was my thought, too.”

“She’s alone.”

“Aye.”

Both men examined the coast. Port Jacqueline was an attractive settlement, a collection of whitewashed dwellings with terracotta roofs, all protected from adventuring Sovans by a decent ring of coastal fortifications. In the same way that Port Talaka sat around the mouth of the Yaro, so Jacqueline sat astride the broad mouth of the River Kova. Even though it was often difficult to gauge the level of activity in any given settlement this far out to sea, there was something eerily quiet about the city. There was no smoke, for one, neither from industry nor cookfire. No sound, either. The bark of a dog travelled for miles on a clear day, as did the ringing of hammers on iron, the clop of hooves against cobbles, the shouting of merchants and stevedores.

Here there was nothing. The only sound that carried on the wind was the screeching of gulls.

“There’s the signal,” Parish murmured.

Laine squinted at the sequence of flags being raised up the lines of the Épaulard. One of them, a yellow and blue square, was in naval semiotics “parlay”.

“They want to talk,” he said. He looked up to the maintop. “What do you see, Mr Plesic?”

“She’s making to come alongside, Captain.” There was a pause. “Her guns are all housed, sir.”

Laine sighed, but his curiosity was piqued. He turned to Parish. “Let’s have it, then. Drop anchor. Signal ‘friend’.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Parish replied, and issued the necessary orders.
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There was a tangible thrill of anticipation running through the hands like chainfire as the Épaulard skilfully short-tacked to approach. She was a handsome fifty-gun fourth-rate, her hull painted yellow tigered with black, so that she looked more like a hyena than the Hyena. But the figurehead was most assuredly a blackfish, running along the line of the bowsprit; whilst beneath it was the unmistakable blue-and-black shield of Casimir, overlaid with coquelicots and the white star and bull’s head of Savare the God Father. Laine’s immediate instinct was to run out every gun of the larboard battery and put a long tonne of iron through her; but the vision of the Ossian Sea remained foremost in his mind. He had some sense of the historic importance of this parlay.

Some manoeuvring then took place. The water was choppy, but the captain of the Épaulard dropped the launch anyway. Laine recognised her immediately; this was Jeannette Boucher, one of the better-known officers in the Serpentine fleet. Accompanying her were several people whom he did not recognise, including at least one civilian.

“Look there, Captain.” Lieutenant Mayer had joined Laine and Parish on the quarterdeck, along with every other of the Hyena’s officers and the refugees from the Suigyū. The hands were attached to the shrouds like limpets. In ordinary circumstances Laine would have bid them all attend their duties – angrily – but as a display of general hostility it was quite useful, and he let them be about it.

“What?” Laine asked. He followed the line of Mayer’s finger to the chop slapping against the coppered hulls of both ships. There, swirling in the blue-green brine, were several great whites, as well as at least one blackfish, all harnessed, though there was no sign of their Stygion handlers. They would almost certainly be ten fathoms deeper, lurking out of gun range.

“Damn,” he murmured. “Fetch Mr Kuroda, would you?”

The order was passed along; then a few moments later the launch was being attached to the side of the Hyena, a rope ladder was thrown down, and the boat’s occupants were climbing up and being hauled onto the quarterdeck.

“Captain Laine,” Boucher said in a heavy, metropolitan East Casimiran accent, a little red-faced from exertion.

“Captain Boucher,” Laine replied, doffing his bicorne. Next to him, Kuroda appeared.

“Ah, you must be Onmyoji Kuroda,” Boucher said.

Laine’s brow furrowed. “You know each other?”

Boucher shook her head. “No. Not personally. But I have been told of you and your mission.”

“Is that so?” he murmured absently, watching another young woman climb aboard. She was tall and attractive, dark-haired, pale-skinned, pretty-faced. She wore ill-fitting naval rags doubtless raided from an officer’s ditty bag, and Laine knew the authorship of warfare well enough to read the burns on her face and hands.

“This is the Sovan ambassador to the Stygion,” Boucher said. “And she has quite the tale to tell you.”

Laine exchanged a glance with Kuroda. Then he turned back to the newcomer. “Let me guess,” he said. “You must be Renata Rainer.”







XXV

There Is Still Time

“Have you any bread or wine?

For we are the Sovans!

Have you any bread or wine?

For we are the Sovan soldiers.”

SOVAN ARMY MARCHING SONG
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Imperial Palace

SOVA

Sir Joachim left, and von Oldenburg lapsed to a fugue state. Sometimes he laid plans; more often he allowed his mind to wander, attuning to the city’s endless procession of deaths. If he concentrated hard enough, he could hear the aethereal screams constantly, a chorus of sublime terror echoing across dimensions. Often he would envy their transmutation, and work himself up into a state of incredible vexation as he tried to imagine life after death, its form, its infinity. But opening his mind in such a way was a dangerous thing. A large portion of it was already in disarray, and he still needed to string together coherent thoughts to advance his plans on the mortal plane.

With the intensity and lucidity of his dreams, and the horror and chaos of his waking life, it was becoming increasingly difficult to tell the two states apart. He would find himself wandering the streets of Sova, or having long arguments and conversations with people in his cell, sometimes for hours and hours, before realising none of these things could be real.

It was therefore impossible to tell whether the voice of Gold was indeed the voice of Gold. He did not remember the beginning of the conversation at all, though it was clear that they had been speaking for some time – or rather, Colonel Gold had been. He could feel the muscles of his face creasing in confusion as he drifted back to some semblance of presence, of awareness, and it was clearly a noticeable transition, for Gold stopped mid-sentence.

“Are you paying attention to me?”

Von Oldenburg thought about it a moment. “No,” he said, surprising himself. “No, I don’t think I am.” He paused again. “I’m sorry, how long have you been here?”

There was a silence as Gold endured some sequence of – presumably negative – emotion.

“I have been speaking to you for the better part of five minutes,” he replied eventually, with the careful, measured calm of someone trying not to detonate a barrel of gunpowder.

“I see,” von Oldenburg replied. “Have I… said anything?”

“You are insane. Do you realise that?”

“Yes. I think I have been for some time.”

There was another long silence. “There is nothing about you that I recognise. Nor does there seem to be any sense of recognition in you. There is no warmth to you, no familiarity. Even when you were experimenting with humanitarian crimes, you were capable of human emotion. Of feeling.”

“I have changed,” von Oldenburg said, as though that accounted for the totality of matters. He wrinkled his nose. These were strange things for Gold to be saying. He was also talking in a woman’s voice. Had he always been a woman?

“For the worse.”

“I feel as though something has… attached itself to me. Some mind-parasite.”

“Or more likely a real parasite. I have seen cells in Blackmarsh in a better state of cleanliness.”

“I have been preoccupied.”

“You have been preoccupied?!”

Von Oldenburg turned away from the black pyramid – its glossy, inscrutable surface swimming with images of dark underwater caverns, of disgusting mutant freaks, of ancient, forbidden blood magicks – and turned to Gold.

It was not Gold.

“Yelena?”

“Who did you think it was?”

“It doesn’t matter. Do you have my tonic? The Blood Stone? The mechanism?” He itched for them – any one of them.

“But you must listen to me—”

“Must? Must? It is you who must listen to me. Where is Broz?”

“At the printing press as you instructed! Listen to me!”

“Fuck and blast you, woman, what?”

They both stood quietly from for a moment, breathing heavily. Yelena leant in close to the hatch. “My notes. My journal, the warding brand, my Conformist Bible – they have all been taken.”

Von Oldenburg nodded. “I know. It matters not.”

“You—what do you mean, you know?”

“I mean just that.”

There was another long pause. “How could you know? You have been here the entire time.”

He shook his head. He turned, looking briefly at the inverted pyramid. “No. I can… my essence can…” He paused, thinking. “I can travel. I can leave – a part of myself. A projection. An avatar. Before it was the Blood Stone. Now it’s the pyramid. Thaumic attenuators and amplifiers – powerful ones. They can interweave me with the temporal pathway.”

Yelena shook her head in disbelief. “No. Bosko must have—”

“Bosko is dead,” von Oldenburg said. He seemed to surprise himself with his own certainty.

Yelena’s features wrinkled in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“He’s taken care of. Dead.”

She threw her hands up in despair. “How do you know?”

“I just know,” he said, bored of this conversation now. “What of the others? The others in your little band of idiots and cripples. There can’t be many left.”

“Obviously I have not seen them. They will know what I have been doing.”

“What we have been doing,” von Oldenburg said, filled with sudden, groaning lust. He stepped forward, reaching for Yelena through the bars, grasping at her breasts.

“Stop it,” she muttered, slapping his hands away. “I came here because I need to speak with you. Your obsession with the Vorr is blinding you to the reality of matters. The Prince of Blood means to attain the mortal realm. There can be no question of it now.”

“Then do you not think it would be wise to bend to his will?” von Oldenburg chuckled.

Yelena cast about the dungeon, as though she might conjure a rebuttal from the gloom. Before she could, von Oldenburg said, “Listen, Yelena. My sweet, dear Yelena. Whatever happens, Sova will prevail—”

“I hate Sova!” Yelena suddenly screamed with bone-deep anguish.

“You and me both, love,” someone called from another cell.

“And I have told you why you are wrong,” von Oldenburg growled with volcanic anger. “Must I tell you again?”

“I understand it, Lamprecht,” Yelena said. She seemed to be on the verge of tears. “I understand the draw to the afterlife. I understand the need to comprehend the infinite, the eternal soul, the everlasting state of being. Since I was a little girl I have suffered the same compulsion. The same yearning. But it is going too far. We are grappling with things we cannot control, cannot grasp. There is still time. We must…”

Von Oldenburg’s head was filled with a now familiar droning buzz. Yelena’s voice faded from his ears, though she continued to plead, to entreat him to return to a level of sanity that was for ever beyond his grasp. He studied her face as she spoke. Such passion. Such intensity. She was a complex creature, irretrievably yoked to him. He had cultivated such power over her, both wittingly and unwittingly, over the course of ten years. She was like a fox with its leg caught in a trap. The only way she would ever escape was by gnawing it off.

“Listen to me,” he said with sudden, jarring gentleness. “I don’t want to precipitate the end of the world any more than you do. My objectives have not changed. Destroy the House of Casimir. Foster a new era of Sovan supremacy. The… the marriage of industry and thaumaturgy. And I think we have to placate the afterlife. Calm it. Turn our attentions to the great devourer. I know you think of the Vorr as a mere instrument, but you have not seen what I have seen. They are the end and the rebirth. They will consume all, including Ramayah, in the end.”

“He will enter this world, Lamprecht,” Yelena said hoarsely.

Von Oldenburg’s eyes gleamed. “Let him. Let him bring our salvation with him. When he sees what Sova has become – can become. Trust me. I have seen it.”

Yelena withdrew her tarot deck from her pocket, and fanned the cards out.

“Take one,” she said.

He did, and looked at it. “The Chalice of Blood,” he said, and snorted. “A little on the nose, no?”

Yelena snatched the card back. A tear rolled down her cheek. “Why can I not be free of you?” she whispered.

But von Oldenburg’s brain had once again veered into a hallucinatory carousel of visions.
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She returned a while later, this time with Gold.

“Fuck me,” von Oldenburg rumbled as he slid off the enormous slab underneath the black pyramid like a gigantic slug. Without his tonic, he sweated and trembled, and was constantly in the grip of a vicious migraine. “The guards must be doing a roaring trade in bribes.”

“I have replaced them with Yeomen,” Gold said. “It felt cleaner. And cheaper. I can move you out of this cell if you like.”

“No,” von Oldenburg said quickly, feverishly, glancing at the black pyramid. “No. Not yet.”

“Oh… all right.”

“I am to take it that the Empress has no notion of your treachery?”

Gold huffed and hawed, as he often did when he was reminded of his betrayal. “Matters are progressing at speed. We will need to act more overtly soon. Get a grip on things.”

“Why has she not had me hanged?”

The colonel shrugged. “She prevaricates. You are enjoying too much popularity in the city. The atmosphere is too febrile. Sir Joachim and his cabal of industrialists are doing too good a job of supporting you. She dares not move against you for fear of igniting unrest. I believe she will want to make an example of you first; the Privy Council are preparing a trial after the debacle in the Royal Exhibition Centre.”

Von Oldenburg laughed delightedly. “Excellent. And what of the Senate?”

Gold cleared his throat. “Matters have progressed exactly as you predicted. The populists in the Council of Nobles have been fighting with the Council of Bishops. But I must say, my lord, that the predominant feeling is one of confusion. In spite of your pamphleteering, no one has definitively claimed responsibility for the murders of Tchida and Bokori, nor has the city constabulary turned up any suspects at all. As febrile as the atmosphere is, there is a risk that without further intervention, matters will die down.”

Von Oldenburg turned to Yelena. She looked smaller, paler, thinner. He suffered a sudden and violent compulsion to snap her neck. “Is that your feeling as well?”

“There is no one to rally around,” she said quietly. “If you want to unlock and yoke the people’s savagery, you will need to give them a figurehead.”

Von Oldenburg nestled his right thumb in the crook of his index finger as though he were a professor in the Philosopher’s Palace. “Good. Perfect. This is exactly the kind of thinking we need.”

“… It is?” Gold asked.

“Yes,” Von Oldenburg said through gritted teeth. “But first I need Conformists. Agitators. Good ones – if they even exist.”

“There is a Conformist society known as the Bridgers,” Yelena said. “They act as a sort of… shadow council. They do what the Council of Bishops does, but in secret. They debate orthodoxy, they hold prayer sessions, they minister to other Conformists in the city.”

“And they have not been prosecuted?” von Oldenburg asked Gold. Even as a long-time political operator, he was incredulous.

“I’m certain Bosko turns a blind eye to it.”

“Turned a blind eye to it,” Yelena muttered.

Gold looked at her askance, before continuing. “Although it is illegal for a Sovan to openly practise Conformism, there are plenty of non-Sovan Conformists in the city, in the same way there are thousands of Neman Inalabrics. Besides, even those practising illegally need an outlet. Part of a scheme of ‘managed heresy’. It makes it less likely they will turn to violence.”

Von Oldenburg’s blood surged at this most welcome news. “I knew it. I knew it. I knew the city would be lousy with them. Didn’t I tell you?”

“You did, my lord.”

“This is even better than I thought.” He turned back to Yelena. “Can you arrange a meeting with these ‘Bridgers’?”

“I can,” she replied.

“The sooner the better. We must capitalise on this disaffection. Until then, keep stoking the fires. As many people as can be turned against Victorianism as possible. Not just the Council of Nobles, but the Common Council, too.”

“You truly believe it, then? The tenets of Conformism?” Gold asked. “Your pamphlets tell a different story.”

“I believe that we have squandered centuries’ worth of aethereal energy, of spiritual force, on Nema,” von Oldenburg snapped. “We need to redirect. We need to make sure that the Vorr are receiving what they are entitled to; and in turn that we receive our own, true apotheosis: transmutative salvation.”

Gold nodded along in his stupid sort of way. He didn’t understand, and never would – but then, von Oldenburg did not need him to.

Yelena understood, though.

“I need the mechanism,” von Oldenburg said to her. “And my tonic. Please bring them to me.”

She gave him a brittle smile. “Yes. Of course.”

“Wait over there a moment. I need to speak to the colonel in private.”

She looked as though she were about to say something else, but instead merely complied. He waited until she was out of earshot.

“My lord?” Gold asked uncertainly.

“I need blood. Lots of it.”

Gold scoffed. When von Oldenburg did and said nothing, he asked, “What do you mean?”

“I need blood. Lots of it. Enough to fill this chamber.”

The colonel laughed nervously a second time. “I don’t… How on earth…?”

“I need about half a thousand gallons.”

“Half a… How in the name of…?!”

“The people I killed by accident. In the Royal Exhibition Centre. Five hundred or so. How much blood is in a person? One gallon?”

“You’re insane. They’re being buried—”

“Stop the burial. Exhume them.”

“The blood will have coagulated! It is thirty degrees outside, Lamprecht, the people are rotten.”

Von Oldenburg took out a piece of paper from his pocket, upon which he had sketched a crude diagram.

“What is this?” Gold asked, both confused and repulsed.

“It’s a mechanical press. Steam-powered.”

“What does it do?”

“It presses, you dolt!”

“Presses what?”

“The blood, out of things. Have it made. Have Sir Joachim turned to the task. I’m sure he’ll have some engineers who can mock this up in a matter of days.”

Gold shook his head. “I cannot sanction this.”

“It is not your business to sanction anything! Now get you gone!”
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Yelena brought him his tonic and the mechanism that night. She did not hand them through the bars of the window; instead, the door was opened fully. Behind her, von Oldenburg saw Gold and a detachment of city Yeomen. They all bristled at the stench of vomit and faeces, as well as ectoplasm, which carried its own unique scent – a mixture of bile and decay.

He snatched the tonic out of Yelena’s hand and saw off the entire bottle in one great slurping, glugging draw. Immediately the worst of his symptoms – the crushing, pounding headache, the arrythmia, the hot flushes, and the deep, abiding sense of dread – abated. Not entirely, but enough.

The most curious thing, however, was the reaction of the mechanism to being in the cell. The Blood Stone positively crackled with energy. Corposant light flickered between it and the obsidian pyramid on the ceiling.

“Good gods,” he marvelled, wincing as the mechanism burnt his hand. Still he held it, mesmerised by the dark energies coruscating through the gaps in the brass casing.

The Eye calls to the Eye.

“What?” Yelena asked.

“Do you not see that?” von Oldenburg breathed.

“See what?”

“What is this thing?” he asked in wonderment, gazing at the pyramid. “There’s no question of it being some sort of thaumic accumulator.”

“I don’t know.”

He turned back to the mechanism. “What did the wolfmen of the Spiritsraad call the Blood Stone?”

“The Blood Eye.”

The Eye calls to the Eye.

“Interesting,” von Oldenburg mused.

“Lamprecht, we must be quick.”

“Hm? Yes. Fine. Lead on, then.”

He was smuggled out of the dungeon, a dungeon populated by Yeomen answering to Gold and a small selection of – now incredibly wealthy – Imperial Household guardsmen, and taken to a secret place in the city. It was late at night, but the streets of Sova were filled with angry commonfolk, city watchmen and Metropolitan constables.

“This is your work,” Yelena said from next to him in the coach.

“A few murders and a piece of paper,” von Oldenburg murmured, his voice pregnant with wonder. “That is all it took.”

“A few well-chosen murders and a timely piece of rhetoric,” Yelena corrected. “I daresay this city has narrowly avoided a dozen such confluences over the centuries.”

“I daresay you are right. Sometimes I think the natural state of man is violence; that civilisation is a mere occlusion.”

“There are plenty in the Philosophers’ Palace who agree.”

After the better part of an hour, the coach creaked to a halt in a quiet part of the city. Here the smell of the damp stone of the Sauber embankment and the earthy, dog-kennel aroma of the Wolfsland closure filled his nostrils. “The Commissioner’s Office?” he asked, examining the nearest building.

Yelena shook her head. “No. Across the river.”

They debarked the coach, and Von Oldenburg was led over a narrow pedestrian bridge and to a quiet, dark building, one lit only by a few guttering candles.

“What is this place?” he asked, examining the unremarkable façade.

“This is the Kòvoskan Church in Sova,” Yelena replied.

They entered, and von Oldenburg could see, even in the low light, that the place was obviously a temple – ranks of pews separated by an aisle, statues of the Deti, an altar. The leaden air was heavy with the smell of old wood, old stone, old prayers.

They passed through it like ghosts. He was led to another chamber behind the apse, one with no external windows, and which was thus well lit. Here were two people waiting expectantly, an old man and an old woman, both clad in robes. The man was large and imposing, and had a long greying beard and a naturally bullish comportment. The woman looked small and thoughtful, and squinted wryly at him. She reminded him of one of those horrible furless cats.

“Welcome, Brother von Oldenburg,” she intoned as he and Yelena entered.

“To whom am I speaking?” von Oldenburg rumbled. The buzzing in his head was loud and incessant, and he was struggling to concentrate over its infernal noise.

“I am Sister Marceline Morel,” the woman continued. “This is Brother Leopold Hudák.”

“Morel is a Casimiran name,” von Oldenburg said with contempt. “It is going to be hard enough to get the commonfolk to accept you as Conformists without accepting Casimirs as well. You shall have to change it. Or let him do the talking.”

There was an uncomfortable pause. “Count von Oldenburg is grappling with a great many issues which do not leave much space for pleasantries,” Yelena said. There was a note of supplication in her voice which von Oldenburg had never heard before. Whoever these people were, it was clear that she respected them.

“Yes, well. If your mission is as we understand it, then I agree we can dispense with certain conversational niceties.”

Von Oldenburg sat down. “What do you understand about my mission?” he asked.

The two Conformists exchanged a look. “Well. The restoration of Conformism in Sova,” Morel said.

“You are part right,” von Oldenburg grumbled. “My vision is considerably more nuanced than that.”

“Why don’t you tell us the precise nature of your vision, and we shall see if we can help you to achieve it.”

“You know of the Vorr?”

There was another pause.

“We do.”

“I believe that the Vorr are not a mindless interdimensional scourge. I believe that they have as much place in the Detian pantheon as any other being in the taxonomy of heaven.”

“Is that so?”

“More than that, I believe that it is the Vorr, rather than Nema, who should be considered primus inter deos.”

“Foremost amongst gods,” Morel said. “That is a compelling theory, my lord. How did you come to it?”

“By listening,” von Oldenburg hissed. “Listening to what was being said. Have you listened? Have you heard the transmutation?”

There was another silence, and he realised that they probably thought him insane.

“A god should be omniscient and omnipotent. Do we agree on that?”

“The king of the gods should be, aye.”

“And yet Nema did not foresee, and could not forestall, the arrival of the Vorr.”

“No.”

“Thus she lacks the necessary qualities of godhood.”

“That’s… somewhat compelling.”

“At the very least the Vorr are omnipotent.”

“Well, we are not sure that is true. There is ample evidence that Nema is holding the Vorr at the Bulwark, without the fastness of heaven.”

“How could you possibly know that?” von Oldenburg demanded.

“I told them,” Yelena said quietly.

Von Oldenburg sighed angrily. “Even if they are being held, it is likely only a temporary thing. A rearguard action.”

“… All right.”

He rallied his thoughts. He had not expected any resistance whatever. He had assumed that these people were as hungry for legitimacy and power as any other churchmen. “My predominant goal is the spiritual salvation of everyone on the mortal plane.”

“Well, in that regard we are certainly aligned.”

“I understood Conformism to give equal weight to all members of the Deti.”

“Not quite. In the first instance, my lord, I should say that we do not particularly even like the word Conformism. We are simply Nemanists in the original sense. We conform to the old Book of Creus, and we reject the idea of ‘Nema Victoria’ – that is to say that Nema enjoys a special place of prominence over and above Savare, the God Father.”

Von Oldenburg wanted to press his thumbs into his eye sockets. “Such piss water,” he muttered grimly. “That is it? That is the difference?”

“That is the chief difference, yes. And there are some other things Victorianists reject. The Prophecies of Zabriel, the Apocrypha, certain of the Books of Histories, the Redacta Arcanum.”

“But,” Hudák said hastily, “we are open to many different interpretations of the Neman Creed. We are not so wedded to the tenets of our faith that we would squander an opportunity to rise to prominence.”

Morel looked at him sharply. Von Oldenburg stopped himself from smiling. Here was a man he could do business with.

“I believe that we should redirect our efforts to preparing the soul for its transmutative salvation,” von Oldenburg said. “I believe that the Vorr consume the soul’s essence not to power their own bodies – although that is a likely corollary – but to take the human spiritual matter and turn it into its final, infinite astral form. They transmute our souls, you see? So that every soul denied the Vorr is denied its salvation. I believe the screams we can hear are screams of indignation as souls are…” his hands balled into fists, “stolen by Nema and her Shrine Guardians and taken to the Golden City. They are not screams of terror as a person is consumed.”

There followed another predictable silence, the longest yet, as this was mulled over and digested by the Conformist legates.

“So you believe that a person’s soul, their spirit’s essence, exists in its final, infinite state in the holy dimension?” Morel asked.

“Yes.”

“And that the chief custodian of this essence is not Nema, or even Kasivar, the Captain of Hell; it is the Vorr themselves.”

“It’s not a question of belief,” von Oldenburg snapped, struggling to contain his frustration. “It is a question of what I have seen. What I have been shown.”

“And so what is your plan? Obviously you have been sowing some discord in the city as regards the nobles and Victorianists,” Hudák said.

“I want to move our faith away from our fixation on Nema. I want to pivot the church to the worship of the Vorantaj Dioj. And I am keenly aware that such enormous, radical changes to orthodoxy take a long time – decades, generations – to bed in.”

“So speed is of the essence.”

“Yes. Now, if I were to move soon, I would need you to be ready. I cannot have the city ripping itself to pieces, because that is going to upset the markets too much. So: my plan is to revive the policy of Subordination.”

Hudák, Morel and Yelena all stirred. At the back of the room, the burnt man said nothing.

“Subordination,” Morel said. “You cannot be serious.”

“I am serious.”

“You would vest supreme authority over the Neman Church under secular authority?” Hudák said.

“Yes.”

“You?”

“Yes.”

“Gods, you are serious,” Morel said from behind her hand.

“I will petition” – force at gunpoint – “the Empress to revive the position of Ecclesiastical Prefect. Colonel Gold would become the Legionary Prefect in place of Colonel Glaser” – who will be murdered– “in his role as commanding officer of the City Yeomanry.”

“Petition?” Morel asked.

“Yes. And I would leave the Empress in place as head of state” – I shall peel off her skin and bathe her in vinegar – “indeed, I would leave everything in place, except the current Council of Bishops. This is a realignment of religious and spiritual orthodoxy, and for that I need experts on the subject. People who can rewrite the doctrine.”

“And if we refuse?”

“I think you know the answer to that question.”

It was a perfect bind. If they agreed, he would elevate them, legitimise them, give them positions of power and influence, and there was no holy man or woman in the known world who would turn their back on such an offer. If they refused, their deaths were inevitable – and with the afterlife in its current state, no one was going to gamble on that.

“The policy of Subordination—”

“The commonfolk don’t give a solitary fresh dogshit about Subordination. I’m giving you the opportunity to lead a flock of followers the length and breadth of the Empire. All I ask is that the tenets of the faith, and the mechanics of the sacrament, are rewritten to include transmutative salvation. Do you think you can manage that?”

Eventually Hudák cleared his throat. “I think we can manage that,” he said.

“Good. For now, keep yourselves somewhere safe and secure, and be ready to move at a moment’s notice. Tomorrow will be a bloody business.”







XXVI

The Soulless Dead

“We don’t care for your king or you,

For we are the Sovans!

We don’t care for your gods or you,

For we are the Sovan soldiers!”

SOVAN ARMY MARCHING SONG
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THE GVÒROD STEPPE

The Kato moved relentlessly and at speed. They loped along on all fours, cutting down the foothills of the Barrier Range as surefootedly as mountain goats. And if those hills, with their treacherous mossy rocks, lichenous trees, great sucking bogs, ankle-turning streams and cake-soft loam, could not slow them down, then the great grass plains of the Gvòrod Steppe were hardly like to either.

It became abundantly clear after less than one hour that even Olwin could not hope to keep up, let alone Peter. So it was that they fashioned rudimentary litters – only Peter’s pride prevented him from calling them stretchers – one for him and one for Olwin, and then they were carried on, and on

and on

and on.

The Kato ran day and night, propelled by muscles which moved for want of all sustenance. It became quickly apparent that they were not powered by any earthly process of life whatever; that their blood was not blood, but liquid sorcery. Whether they had been transmuted from captured humans or runted from ghastly procreation, it made no difference. These were creatures born of death magick and animated with such.

To see them moving across the steppe in broad daylight was impressively horrifying. Between Peter and Olwin they counted two thousand, a mixture of black, tan and spotted coats inherited from their wild-cat progenitors. All were marked with sores, some fatally so. But even these poxes, which would have killed a human stone dead, seemed not to hinder them.

The Kato host moved silently. They covered, by Peter’s estimation, around five or six miles every hour, never stopping nor slowing nor victualling. By the end of the first day they had left the New East entirely; by the end of the second, they had crossed two thirds of the steppe between Lake Ena and the eastern border of Hauts de Casimir. All around them was nothing but an endless plain of green and vast tracts of feathergrass, rippling like an ocean in the constant wind.

“How you feel?” Olwin asked him after a lengthy silence. Being jostled and jounced on the litters had made conversation difficult; but in the event, Peter was so plagued with thoughts of the tree-man and his suicide that he had fallen to deep introspection.

He looked at her. Her concern made her more beautiful. To think that she might easily have been his enemy in the New East; that their only relationship might have been one of fleeting mutual violence. In circumstances only marginally different from those which had come to pass, he might have shot her dead; she might have cut his head off. Now he ached with longing for her, and raged at the injustice of their inevitable separation.

“I shall miss you,” was all he said, and turned away.
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On, on, on they ran. They crossed the border into Hauts de Casimir, an invisible boundary which demarcated two identical sections of countryside, until they reached the Grande Route du Nord. This comically misnamed muddy and potholed track led all the way down to Dernière Chance, several hundred miles south, the last major settlement before the great Principality of Casimir became more steppe than nation state.

The place was deserted. And not just in the way that these far-flung, underpopulated territories were. There was an overwhelming, tangible sense of… absence. It was clear that whatever people had existed in this part of the world, they were gone.

They moved down the Grande Route du Nord like a marauding army, the Kato forming a strangely cohesive column of bodies that cleaved perfectly to the track. The air was filled with the splatter of paws on mud and the quiet susurrus of breath, but that was it. No growls, no communication of any kind. They were an army of ghosts – but there was no one to observe their haunting.

The lignification continued to spread rapidly across Peter’s midriff. His left arm was now completely rigid and immovable even at the shoulder, whilst his left leg at the thigh joint was becoming much the same. Huge sections of his skin across his chest and belly were roughened with bark, whilst his hand was rife with new green growth. His toes and the soles of his feet began to bubble and ripple with root-like protuberances.

On the fourth day, just before they reached Dernière Chance, he felt tendrils of wooden growth on his neck and under his jaw, spreading like keratinous warts.

He cried then, fresh tears of despair.

Olwin signalled that the army stop, and it did. The Kato stood about, as unmoving and silent as a forest. Around them stretched gloomy, muddy, cultivated land, the only sign of civilisation a rickety wooden fence.

“Petro,” she said, moving to embrace him. He did what he could to return it, wrapping his right arm across her lithe shoulders. “Come.”

“What do you mean?”

“Come. With me.”

“But the mission—”

“It can wait one hour! Jes?”

She told the Kato to wait – though they would have stood there until the end of time without any instruction – and she led Peter into one of the fields nearby, supporting his weight. After quarter of an hour, they reached the crest of a shallow rise; beyond stretched a huge field of green corn, several miles to an edge. Above, crows swirled on the warm air rising off the land, though it was a cloudy, grey day.

“What was it you wanted to tell me? Or show me?” Peter asked.

Olwin just shook her head, and shrugged. “Nothing.” She took his right hand in hers, and held it in her lap. “Let’s just sit here. You and me.”

And so they sat there, in silence, holding hands.
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Dernière Chance was as devastated as Vratislavbourg. The same madness had swept through this place, emptying it of human life like someone upturning a jar.

Exiting the city were two decent roads, one leading to the mountains at the border with Hasse, the other south in the direction of distant Iliyanabourg.

“Where shall we go?” Olwin asked as they stood at the crossroads. Nearby, two foxes tried to decide whether to succumb to the urge to flee from the dread aura of the Kato, or to stay and finish consuming the corpse of a Casimiran peasant.

Peter’s attention was fixed on his midriff, where the lignification spread seemingly minute by minute.

“Petro?”

“Hm? Oh.” He squinted down the two roads. “Neither. We make for the mountains.”
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“What use are these accursed fucking things if they just drop dead at the slightest hint of difficulty?” Colonel Atanasov thundered to her staff.

They looked at her, miserable to a man. Even though it was summer, the mountainous region surrounding Iliyanabourg was vilely cold. The great grey peaks of the Monts de la Garde were snowcapped year-round, speaking to an impressive elevation, and no one had the appropriate equipment either to cross the treacherous snowy passes or to guard their bodies against the cold. As a result, they were clad in a motley of pilfered rags from the capital, looking more like a band of vagrants and beggars than a Sovan Army formation.

“How many do we have left?” she demanded of one of her majors, Mikula.

The man shrugged, his wrinkled face concealed behind a large handlebar moustache, mutton chops, and a trouser leg masquerading as a scarf.

“Still ten thousand,” he said. “At least.”

“How many die a day?” Atanasov asked.

“Impossible to s—”

“Find a way of working it out!” she thundered, and stormed out of the tent.

They were encamped in the countryside between Iliyanabourg and Château Cécile. This was a blasted montane grassland, scoured by the cold sea winds funnelled between the Iris Isles and Casimir. There was not a tree for firewood in sight, just hardy tussock grass and some sort of purple flowering gorse, and every quarter-mile was a frigid mountain stream which saturated the surrounding soil and gave half the formation immersion-foot.

She examined the soldiers huddled in groups or in their tents. The cold air, wind and surprising dampness of the soil meant making cookfires was almost impossible. At least they had managed to provision themselves well out of the destruction of Iliyanabourg.

She caught herself thinking about that ghastly operation. It was the reason she had first decided to join von Oldenburg’s cause, though the man was a despicable wretch. The final death of their Great Enemy, and the subsummation of his lands into the Empire, was the dream of every Sovan army officer the world over. To partake in it would have been a great honour; to be its architect was beyond countenance.

And yet, as the capital lay in ruins, its people vacated en masse, she felt nothing except horror, shame, revulsion, profound regret. It had been one thing to eviscerate the armies of Casimir and Sanque in the field. It was another thing entirely to witness – no, commission – the wholesale slaughter of every living soul in one of the largest cities on the continent. And they could not even yoke them to their cause, either. Von Oldenburg had the only means of en-thrallment. Without that, the people simply stood around like cattle, waiting to expire.

She sighed mightily. Like all people bound to the whims of a megalomaniacal madman, she was trapped. There was nothing left to do but press on, and hope that by destroying the armies and peoples of Casimir, she might at least find favour again with the halls of power in Sova. A great many war crimes could be forgiven if you were on the winning side.

“Colonel?”

“What?”

She turned. Mikula had followed her out of the command tent.

“We estimate we are losing perhaps a hundred thralls a day.”

“Hm,” Atanasov grunted. “This cold isn’t going to help matters. But at least it shall not be for want of water.”

She looked ahead, across the scrubby alpine grassland, where thousands of thralls taken from the armies of Sanque and Casimir crouched, shoulder to shoulder, and drank from the mountain stream like livestock. They had been instructed to drink, but had not been told to stop when their thirst was slaked. As a result, they continued ceaselessly, until their bellies were full and they were vomiting the water back up; and then they lowered their faces into the stream and carried on.

“They are as like to kill themselves from too much water as too little,” Atanasov said, unable to acclimate to the horror of this arcane slavery. Even though she, her officers and those soldiers who had chosen to defect with her had been warded by von Oldenburg, such that they were immune to this vacancy, she took little comfort from it. Perhaps it would have been better to die.

“Would that be such a bad thing?” Mikula muttered. They all hated this, and would be glad when the business was done with.

“Tell them to stop. And then have them…” She winced, trying to grapple with this evil. Would that she had been blessed with Oldenburg’s insanity. It would have made it all much easier to deal with. “Have them all stand together for warmth.”

Mikula, too, winced. “Yes, Colonel.”

“With a tailwind, we should make the Vukovskoville Pass in two days.” Once again she cast her eye over the wretched assemblage of thralls; and then the erratic flight of a rock wren as it battled against the scouring wind. “We only need a few really. To spread the mind rot through the armies to the west.”

She shuddered.

“And then we can be done with this.”
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It became a race against time. Not only a race to intercept Atanasov as she cut west towards Sova; nor only a race to get the Spear of Vangrid back to the arcane task force. But a race to do it before Peter lignified completely.

“We get you to Sova,” Olwin said as they cut down the centre of Casimir, the large city of Montmarinette to the west, nestled in the Hassian Mountains. Here the countryside was mostly farmland, a welcome return to civilisation. Here were living, breathing, screaming human beings. They were terrified of the Kato, naturally, but at least they were capable of terror.

“Yes,” Peter said automatically. He knew he would never make it to Sova.

“Perhaps then we have time. Time to study you. Look at problem. Reverse it with magick.”

“Yes.”

“Then we can be together.”

Peter endured a great spasm of anguish at this. “Yes.”

The Kato carried them on. The greatest fear now was being intercepted by the Casimiran armies manning the borders of Saxanburg and Wolfenshut, for although the Kato were immune to the predations of the Vorr, they were not immune to a musket ball.

“Where do we go?” Olwin asked him.

Peter thought a moment. “The Vukovskoville Pass.”

She turned to face him, looking slightly fearful. “How do you know?”

He shrugged. “I just do.”

Olwin was not convinced, but she did not press the point. Peter was grateful for that.
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Château Cécile was as dead as most everything else on the eastern side of Casimir. It was a large baroque mansion set within a hundred acres of pristine, manicured grounds, whilst around it was a sizeable settlement of buildings in the recognisable Casimiran style – colourfully painted plaster, terracotta-tiled roofs, all interwoven with creeping vines. But what was a curated, charmingly rustic aesthetic would soon give way to decidedly wild and uncharming decay. Fully a quarter of the town had burnt to the ground, leaving glassy black corpses to be worried over by vermin in the street. The remaining structures were abandoned, or occupied only by slack-jawed vacants who slowly expired from dehydration. Somewhere in the city, an orphaned baby cried feebly.

Atanasov led her forces through the town, following the line of the river through a natural gap in the Monts de la Garde where an ancient glacier had gouged an enormous valley through the range. This valley led all the way up to Vukovskoville, another week’s march away. From there it was likely that the western garrisons would seek to ill-advisedly concentrate and then cut them off. Once they were destroyed, Atanasov’s orders expired. Von Oldenburg had business elsewhere, which he had not shared.

By Major Mikula’s reckoning, they would lose another thousand thralls by then. They lost another dozen overnight simply from choking on their food. The vacants were able to be commanded to eat, but did so mechanically, chewing poorly and frequently inhaling mouthfuls. Every time they broke camp, they left tens of bodies in their wake where the vacants had suffocated.

She was glad to leave Château Cécile behind. There was some quality to the air that dogged them wherever they went, but it was worse here. It was always worse in these concentrations of death. It was like the very fabric of the mortal plane had been repeatedly scraped with a razor, over and over again, until it was beginning to separate and part.

Revealing the screaming Hell beneath.

She looked west, following the line of the pass. It was a striking piece of geography, the enormous glacial valley bookended by the dramatic grey peaks of the Monts de la Garde. How pleasant it would be to simply enjoy the natural beauty of this place; to have toured here not as a conquering soldier, but as a private citizen, a holidaymaker.

The lines of troops traipsing past gave way to mule-drawn gun limbers, and then the baggage train. They had had to kill and eat all of their horses crossing the steppe, and new ones had been impossible to come by. Atanasov was certain that the beasts were able to sense the wrongness of the thralls; they galloped away at full speed before the soldiers could get anywhere near them.

She fell into step with the army before the shambling mass of thralls that made up the rearguard overtook her. Like everyone else, she wanted to be as far away from these creatures as possible.

“Not long now,” she muttered under her breath.
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For another two days they cut across a large swathe of country marked by rolling moorland. Ahead, on the horizon, a crop of low mountains rose out of a sizeable pine forest. This was terrain more in keeping with the central and eastern parts of the Empire.

“There’s the pass,” Peter said, pointing.

“They will cross there?” Olwin asked.

Peter nodded. He was more or less immobile now. The whole left side of his body had turned to grey-brown wood, and his left boot was bulging, the seams split, where questing roots erupted from the leather.

“Listen to me,” he said, struggling to draw breath that he did not need to draw, into lungs slowly filling with leafy new growth. “I will not live much longer—”

“No,” she said, turning away. She did not want to listen, and Peter could hardly blame her. She was a thousand miles from her home and people, soon to lose the only Sovan who ever truly cared about her, in a cold, unforgiving, unfamiliar country, with nothing but several thousand death-magick cat-golems for company, all whilst being crushed to atoms by the urgent global importance of their mission. There were few roles on the mortal coil more unenviable.

“Olwin, listen to me. You must.”

She turned, her eyes red. “What.”

“You must take the Spear.”

“I do not want it.”

“You must take it. Take command of the Kato and destroy von Oldenburg and his army. Then you must take it to Sova.”

“You will do these things,” she said disingenuously. She couldn’t even meet his eye.

Peter’s heart ached. “You know I cannot. You know this.”

She turned away. Then, not looking at him, she held out a hand behind her. Peter took the Spear from his haversack. As he did so, a few of the Kato near them stirred – the first hint of some consciousness any of them had shown.

He put it in Olwin’s hand.

“I do not like it,” she said.

“I know. But you know how important—”

“Not that. The screaming is worse with the Spear. Much worse.”

“Oh,” Peter said. He could not hear it, not since the ritual.

She thrust it towards him as though it were burning hot. “Take it back. Please.”

Peter reluctantly took it back. “Promise me you will take it when the time comes.”

“I promise. Just… not yet.”

They sat in silence for a moment. “Not long now,” he said. “I say we set up in the forest near the pass. Ambush them before they have a chance to organise.”

Olwin shrugged. “You are expert.”

Peter snorted. Then he thought a moment. Then he laughed.

“Why do you laugh?”

“Just the idea of being an expert in this. Who could be?”

Olwin smirked. She tried to hide it by turning away, but Peter could see her chest shaking with laughter.

He put a hand on her shoulder – his remaining human hand. He could see the skin of his knuckles transmuting, and there was an incurable stiffness in his thumb.

Olwin gripped it. He knew she could feel the bark, but she said nothing.
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“What was that?” Atanasov demanded.

“What was what, Colonel?” Mikula asked from next to her. Both of them had given up on walking, and had relieved one of the gun carriages of two of its mules. So presented, they could hardly have looked less worthy of the uniform they wore. Even though victory was all but assured thanks to their unbeatable mass of thralls, the whole thing felt like a funeral procession.

“That voice. Someone said something.”

Mikula cocked his head. There was less wind here in the shadow of the valley, and it was markedly warmer.

“I can’t hear anything.”

“You didn’t say something?” Atanasov asked warily.

“No, Colonel. Not for some time now.”

They plodded on in silence.

“There it is again!” Atanasov snapped.

“Colonel, I swear it, I’ve not said a word—”

“I know that, you dolt. Just shut up a moment and listen.”

They listened.

“Screaming,” Mikula said eventually.

“Not that,” Atanasov replied, although there was no question that the infernal screaming was getting worse. It provided a constant aethereal background noise, in the same way the boom and wash of the tides might.

“What, then?”

“I heard a voice in my ear. Whispering something.”

“Whispering what?”

Atanasov shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Look, there’s the pass.”

Mikula looked ahead, to see the valley broadening out. It provided a wide, flat channel between the mountains, green and fertile from the waters of the river and well cultivated by the local farmers. To the north, nestled in the craggy foothills, was the mediaeval walled town of Vukovskoville itself, untouched by the sorcerous horror and likely to remain so thanks to its sturdy fortifications.

To the east was a large pine forest, which clothed the bookending foothills; Atanasov’s eyes played over the trees warily.

“Good spot for an ambush,” she murmured.

Mikula snorted. His features creased in derision. “From who?”

“There are plenty left to fight.”

“Not for much longer,” he growled, and urged his mule on, eager to be away from her.
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“There they are,” Peter said, squinting into the distance.

“They make lot of noise,” Olwin said with distaste. “I hear them from here.”

They watched as the Sovan force moved through the valley. Peter had long considered the abilities of the Kato surpassing; his encounters with them had been entirely one-sided, each a slaughter. But even with two thousand of the creatures, he baulked at the size of the enemy force. Atanasov and von Oldenburg had not lost many men at all; they looked to have preserved the bulk of their twenty thousand soldiers, whilst behind there were another ten thousand –

“Nema,” he breathed. “Those are thralls.”

“Where?” Olwin asked.

“The Casimirs. The bluecoats. And the Sanques in the white. They are thralls.”

“Oleni.”

They had left a long trail of bodies in their wake. Every fifty yards or so, one of the thralls dropped down dead. They sprinkled the road and surrounding countryside like breadcrumbs. Even from ten miles away, a great dread cloud rose off them.

“They will be here by nightfall,” Peter said. He looked around them. The Kato had secreted themselves up in the trees. Even knowing they were there, they were indistinguishable from the forest.

Next to him, Olwin’s hand idly went to her hand-axe.

“So many,” she said. “I did not think there will be so many.”

“Nor did I,” Peter murmured.

“We are all going to die.”

“Perhaps. But we must prevail. If we don’t, Sova will be destroyed.”

They sat in silence for a long time, watching the distant army slowly approach.

Several times he had to pull his feet free from the soil, where the roots had grown into it.







XXVII

The Coral Throne

“The only manner in which the pen is mightier than the sword is if I take the former and jab it into a man’s brain.”

BILIOUS JOSEPH
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Baleine Straits

THE JADE SEA

Renata was ushered into the captain’s quarters, along with Boucher and a Tsukumese man whom she quickly and correctly deduced was Onmyoji Kuroda. There, with trembling hands, she read the letter they had given her.

Any excitement she might have felt in hearing from Lyzander was immediately tempered by the gravity of the tidings he had dispatched. She spent twenty minutes ruminating grimly on them – the treachery of Tesařik, the return of von Oldenburg, the apparent ascendancy of Ramayah the Progenitor – before the ship’s captain, Jason Laine, arrived, cold and dripping and smelling of saltwater.

“We’ll have to long-tack to the Iris Isles,” he grumbled as he entered. He was a tall, sturdy gentleman with a face crowded with scars and large features that looked as though they had been crudely cut from granite. His long dark hair was tied back in a ponytail, and his uniform was tired and bleached from foreign waters and tropical sun. He had an incredible presence about him. He filled the room with it.

“The wind has changed,” he continued. “Dead easterly.” He took out four tumblers from a cabinet and poured four large measures of brandy. “Still. Only one hundred nautical miles to the Iris Isles. A day or two at four knots. We’ve sent a hundred Ayakashis over to the Épaulard, too, to lessen some of the weight in the Hyena.” This last comment was directed at Boucher, who nodded.

He sat down heavily and saw off half his brandy. Renata found that the alcohol exacerbated seasickness, and she nursed hers.

“Ambassador,” Laine said to her. “Why don’t you tell me what it is you are doing in this part of the world. And perhaps share with us your news, to the extent it is from Sova, and you are permitted to.”

She spent half an hour giving her account. Boucher, who was intimately familiar with matters mortal, and Kuroda – familiar with matters arcane – both nodded along morosely at different points. But the captain, who evidently knew slightly more than nothing, and a lot less than he wanted to, seemed to swell with disgruntlement.

“So,” he rumbled, once she had finished. “Casimir is destroyed.”

“Oui,” Boucher said sadly.

“And there is nothing to stop these ‘thralls’.”

“There are those within Sova who know of the problem,” Renata said.

“And that was your role? To find a solution to it?”

“That was one part of it, yes.”

“An enterprise which seems to have met with failure.”

“If Count von Oldenburg succeeds in staging a coup d’état, then the situation becomes hopelessly unpredictable.”

Laine thought a while longer. “But you are clothed in Sova’s authority?”

“Insofar as the Stygion and the arcane is concerned, I have free rein.”

The captain sighed, stood, and looked out of the windows at the rear of the cabin. There, Renata saw the rich green waters of the Jade Sea frothing in the wake of the Hyena. A little way off astern, the Épaulard – her home for the past few days – ploughed on. “So. The Prince of Blood seeks to open the Eye of the Sea and invade the mortal realm.”

“Yes,” both Rainer and Kuroda said together.

The captain turned, his attention now on the onmyoji. “You knew this?”

“I told you. Prophecy,” Kuroda replied. “Daimao.”

“And these ‘Vorr’ are like an… expendable first wave. Designed to bulldoze the Bulwark of Heaven and so permit an invasion of the legions of Hell.”

“You are remarkably perceptive, Captain,” Rainer said.

“Yes, well,” Laine said unhappily, “Mr Kuroda has drip-fed me some information this past month or so. What I still do not understand is his role in matters.”

Kuroda and Rainer exchanged a knowing glance.

“All I know is that Mr Kuroda will play a vital role in the defence of the Eye of Sea,” Renata settled on. “If I have learnt one thing about matters arcane, Captain, it is that information, plans, and so forth, must be protected wherever possible.”

He nodded, finally abandoning any hope of knowing. “And you, Captain Boucher; your people are waiting for us?”

“Fifteen ships from the Serpentine fleet,” she said. “Taken from anchorages at Port Sirène and Port Jacqueline. Some Sovan recommissions from Oksanastadt.” When Laine bristled, she added, “Such are the fortunes of war, Captain.”

“Hm.” He thought a moment. “We have two squadrons mustered from the Meridian Ocean fleet, plus another from our Jade Sea fleet. Should be the better part of thirty men-o’-war.”

“What about land forces? On the Iris Isles?” Boucher asked.

“The number I had heard was ten thousand men,” Laine said, looking at Renata. “But I was not given the details.”

“I couldn’t tell you,” she replied. “But I understood it to be a sizeable number turned to the task of building fortifications – at my instigation. And there are those of the Stygion, of course. Underwater defences at Nerida, Maris and Mai. And of course the great fortress of Maka over the Eye of the Sea itself.”

“Of course,” Laine rumbled. He turned back to the window. Behind them, herring dogs leapt out of the foam, chittering their giddy nonsense. “Still. It hardly seems enough.”

“I daresay we could turn all the nations of the world to the task and still fail,” Renata said glumly.

“What happens if we fail?” Laine asked.

“There is no precedent. But there is a very good chance it could lead to the deaths of everyone on the mortal plane.”

Laine rubbed his face with his hands as he considered this. “Well. Shit,” he offered eventually.

“Shit indeed, Captain.”
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Renata headed not to the cabin she had been assigned, but back up to the quarterdeck. There she made her way to the forecastle and stood at the rail, breathing deeply of the salt air, watching as the horizon rose and fell whilst the Hyena ploughed through the chop. She relished the feel of the fine, brackish spray in her lungs, willing it to scour away the taste of smoke and ash from the burning prison.

Not just her lungs; her mind. Perhaps some of that brine could sluice away the nightmares in her brain, too. Yet even in the frigid dark waters of the River Kova, hovering at the very edge of life as she was pulled away from the burning ruins of Iliyanabourg, she had felt the presence of Amara. No matter how she had been transformed, her sister was a comfort across dimensions. Once a mortal constant, now an aethereal one.

“Mind if I join you?”

She turned, to see Laine standing next to her.

“Not at all.”

“What are you thinking about?”

“How nice it would be to not be needed.”

Laine grunted. “Aye, ’tis a sour thing to be at the centre of matters.”

“You do not seek it out? Glory and prize money?”

He shrugged. “A wife, a nice house, some land and horses. A pension to keep me in comfort.”

“A quiet life?”

“Mm. In a few years, perhaps.”

“I should like that, too. Well, a husband, rather than a wife.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “You do not have one?”

Renata thought of Lyzander. Their courtship had been in its exciting early stages, such that their separation made her disproportionately heartsick.

“I have a beau, in Sova. I miss him dearly,” she said. It was nice, in some ways, to indulge thoughts of him, even though it made her pine. Her mind had been so fixed on preserving the mortal plane from demonic destruction that these matters of the heart seemed a trifling thing. “And you, Captain? Is there someone waiting on you?”

“I was engaged once. But she died.”

“Oh. I’m so sorry to hear that.”

He waved her off. “It was six years ago. Phthisis.” He pulled a bitter expression, shaking his head. “Port Meinrad was very damp. Much too damp for her. Just a slip of a woman. She had no business being in that part of the world.”

They stood in silence. The ship’s bell rang the fifth hour. Renata could hear one of the officers issuing orders, and a moment later a whistle pipped. She watched as humans and wolfmen scaled the shrouds and yards with ape-like ease.

“What are they doing?” she asked.

“Hm? Oh, just tacking into this cursed easterly.” Laine took out his spyglass and aimed it at the horizon. “Not long to go. I daresay even without the weather gauge we shall see the islands before nightfall.”

Renata nodded. “If you are amenable, Captain, I should introduce you to the mer-men at Maris.”

“I think that would be sensible,” Laine replied, though he did not sound pleased at the prospect. “We should bring the Ayakashis with us. They have sub-marine fighters. Specialists.”

“Yes, I know.”

“Everyone knows everything except me.”

“Well you know what they say, Captain.”

“What’s that?”

“Ignorance is bliss.”

He laughed then, a hearty, contagious sound.

“Very good, Ms Rainer. Very good.”
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Renata was awoken at dawn by shouting and the ringing of the ship’s alarum bell. Above her and throughout the Hyena, she heard the thump of feet.

With her heart racing, she pulled on her borrowed greatcoat and made her way up to the deck. There, on the aftercastle, Laine was standing at the taffrail, spyglass trained on a distant blossom of white. At first Renata thought it was a low bank of cloud, but she quickly realised that it was a ship – or rather, a fleet of them.

“Mind yourself, miss,” one of the lieutenants said as he bustled past.

“Watch your back, ma’am!”

“Make way there, milady!”

Every time she tried to get out of the way, she seemed to move into somebody else’s.

“Ah. Good morning, Ambassador,” Laine said as she approached. The ship was moving in – as far as she could tell – an easterly direction, parallel to the Iris Isles. She examined them, holding a hand up to shade her eyes from the sun. The islands were two hundred and fifty miles from tip to tip, an uninhabited, desolate place of sand-coloured rock, scrubby flowering thymes and wind-bent cypress trees. The only creatures to call this place home were migrating marsh harriers and colonies of monk seals; the latter languished on the beaches on the north side of the islands, away from the Stygion blackfish nurseries at Nerida.

“What is going on?” she asked.

“One moment,” he said, and turned to look aloft. Renata followed his gaze, to see sailors scurrying up and down the shrouds and across the yards. “Mr Plesic!” he shouted up to a small boy from one of the Zyrahn dynasties. He was sitting on a platform attached to the central mast, one hundred feet off the ground.

“Yes, Captain?”

“Who are they?”

“Sanques, sir. I’d stake my brandy on it.”

Laine turned back to the distant ships, once again examining them through his spyglass.

“He is just a boy,” Renata said, unable to help herself.

“He doesn’t drink the brandy,” Laine muttered, distracted. “Mr Parish?”

“Yes, sir,” the young lieutenant said, appearing on the aftercastle.

“Find out who they are from Captain Boucher, would you?”

“Very good, sir.”

Laine clacked his tongue. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” he said.

And Renata realised she did too.
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They continued to run east, making for Maris – the capital city of the Stygion. They were now only a few miles from the southern curve of the Pupil, the smaller crescent-shaped island ensconced in the much larger crescent-shaped Iris. From above, the whole thing looked like an enormous eye, and the Sovans, profoundly unimaginative nomenclators, had named it accordingly. They were not the only ship here. Several men-o’-war from the Casimiran Serpentine fleet were lying at anchor in the Radial Straits, the fifty miles of calm, vibrant turquoise waters between the Pupil and Iris.

Boucher spent some time examining the ships through her own spyglass and speaking in murmurs to Laine. Renata had been asked politely but firmly to move to the starboard rail so as to keep out of the way, but even though she could not hear what the two captains were discussing, their body language was obvious enough.

After some more time, both lieutenants, Parish and Mayer, appeared, and the four of them stood in a line, each with their spyglass trained on the distant fleet. Eventually Laine ordered that some signal flags be run up to the Casimiran ships at anchor in the Radial Straits, and there followed a painstaking semiotic back-and-forth over the course of thirty minutes.

To the west, the pressure was dropping and storm clouds were gathering, framing the distant flotilla in great piles of slate grey. With the sun still shining above them, it had the effect of darkening the clouds further.

“Rather dramatic,” Renata said as the Ayakashi sorcerer, Kuroda, appeared next to her. He was clad in a simple kimono, which he looked ready to strip off at a moment’s notice. Much more impressive were the ten Taiyosenshi assembling behind him on the quarterdeck, men and women from the Ayakashi sub-mariners. Each was clad neck-to-ankle in finely scaled maille, over which was a suit of black segmenta fashioned from the same strong, lightweight resinous material that the Stygion Spears wore. As well as the armour, they wore special rubber-sealed glasses affixed by leather strap, a ballast belt, fins for their feet, and a headband with the Ayakashi mon – the red moth – as well as another mon which Renata assumed to be some sort of Taiyosenshi regimental insignia. Their weapon of choice was an eight-foot spear Kuroda had referred to as a su yari. It had a straight twenty-four-inch double-sided blade; the perfect weapon for fending off angry bull whites, and with no hooks or snags to get lodged in fish flesh and be dragged to the bottom.

Kuroda nodded to where Laine and the others were assembled at the taffrail. “What is going on?”

“Seems as though it’s some sort of Sanquish fleet,” Renata said. “I’m not entirely sure.”

Kuroda nodded. “Fight soon,” he said.

“I hope not,” Renata replied, though she knew he was right.
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The Hyena continued on for another couple of hours. Renata loitered on the aftercastle, exchanging halting, broken conversation with Kuroda as they each recounted their respective journeys. All the while she eavesdropped on the officers, impatient for news even though she was certain to be apprised in due course. It seemed clear that all of them were in agreement that the Sanquish fleet was being handled very poorly; everything from the choice and spread of sail, the timings of their deployment, and the formation of the fleet itself was repeatedly criticised. Everything that could be deduced by experienced eyes from twenty miles away was viciously judged.

Eventually they reached Maris. The sun was still shining, and the water was calm and a beautiful blue, though the horizon was still marred with a vast bank of storm cloud. They reefed sails and dropped anchor at a point where it would not collide with one of the tether structures of the capital, a few hundred yards from a large three-decked Casimiran second-rate – the Perrault. Boucher was moving amidships, where the jolly boat was being prepared by Sovan hands to take her to her countrymen and obtain the latest news.

Laine approached Renata.

“I don’t suppose you have any idea what is going on?” he asked her, looking displeased.

“None at all,” she replied.

He nodded. “Seem to be several dozen Sanquish men-o’-war approaching. Very cackhandedly, I might add. Certainly they are not associated with the Serpentine fleet.”

“When will they reach us?”

“If they carry on as they are, a couple of hours.” He pointed to the water. “Could they find out who it is?”

“Most certainly,” she said.

Laine nodded. “I will accompany you. We’ll bring Kuroda and this lot,” he added, nodding to the Taiyosenshi.

“Better let me go in first,” Renata said.

“Certainly,” Laine replied. He took off his jacket and shirt, revealing a hirsute, sun-darkened torso, and then his boots and socks. “I’ll not be able to understand them.”

“No.”

“And how shall I breathe? Some sort of magick, I presume?”

“Lungfish,” Renata said.

Laine grimaced. “That sounds unpleasant.”

“Oh, it is.”

They made for the quarterdeck. A rope ladder had been cast over the side, but the distance was not far. The water here was relatively shallow, and crystal-clear, and Renata could see the enormous tether city below.

Behind them, Jeannette Boucher appeared on the quarterdeck, next to one of the ship’s lieutenants.

“Bonne chance,” she said.

Renata nodded to her. “Wait for my signal before you enter,” she said to Laine and the rest of the party; then she leapt over the side.

The water was cool, but pleasantly so. Immediately she was surrounded by Spears; even these haughty warrior-nobles could not conceal their excitement. Renata signed to them various formal greetings in Loxica, which they hurriedly and disinterestedly returned. Even the white sharks seemed agitated, swimming in rapid circles around her, their armoured segmenta glinting iridescent in the sunlight. Beyond, a swirling mass of nulls and their motley of marine familiars – monk seals, herring dogs, even some squid – looked on, filling the water with a cacophony of clicking and chittering.

<Renata, welcome back> sounded a familiar voice in her head. <We have been expecting you>

She turned, to see the ambassador, Sina, her hand wrapped around the stem of Teuila’s dorsal fin. Renata had never thought she would feel affection for an enormous female great white shark, and yet she stroked the fish’s rough snout with the same fondness she might show a playful hound.

<It is good to see you again> she said. She had begun to grasp the rudiments of transverbal Loxica, a form of the language transmitted by thought, rather than signed or spoken.

<And you> Sina said with unaffected warmth, and they briefly embraced. <So it is true> the ambassador continued, prodding the rune branded on to Renata’s skin. <You have no need of the lungfish>

<Only I. The others will require them. Sina, please, there is not much time. We are being pursued> Renata gestured in the direction of the distant Sanquish fleet.

<We know> Sina replied.

<Do you know who it is?>

<Thralls> Sina said, looking worried. <Many hundreds of them. The Psychic Conclave is certain. They leave a dark stain on the tapestry of life>

<If they enter the water and touch any of you—>

<We know. We have been to the Ossian Sea. We have some answers>

<I have some, too, which I must share with Muirgen>

<You shall see him presently. Where is the man from Tsukumo?>

<He is here, with us>

<We need him. How many lungfish do you require?>

<Twelve>

Sina summoned a dozen lungfish, whilst Renata turned to where the enormous copper bottom of the Hyena sat and swam up to the surface.

“Come on,” she called up to Laine, gesturing for them to enter, aware that she was swimming in a swirling brine stew of great white sharks. “You must be quick; time is short.”

Laine, to his credit, was the first in. He splashed enormously next to her, causing a tremendous wave of amusement to sweep through the watching mer-men. He seemed to be unbothered by the sharks, reserving the lion’s share of his revulsion for the affixing of the lungfish mantle – a transparent blue sac that covered his head and shoulders as though someone had upturned a bucket of slime over him.

The Taiyosenshi were next in. One by one they dived gracefully into the water. Armed and armoured, they immediately attracted the attention of the Spears, but it was all bluster. The most surprising thing that happened was their refusal of the lungfish. The explanation for this development was provided by Kuroda, the last to enter. He signed, in very proficient Loxica, that the Taiyosenshi were trained for over a decade in underwater combat, and used special semi-magickal techniques to hold their breath for significant periods of time.

<Is this everyone?>

<For now> Renata signed.

“What’s going on?” Laine asked, his voice loud and close in the water.

“Thralls,” Renata explained. “On the ships. I’ll explain on the way.” She turned to Sina. <We are ready>

<Come, then> the Stygion ambassador replied. <The Thrice Queen is waiting>

They were taken to the Coral Throne, the secular seat of government in Maris. The royal household was not contained in a tethered structure like most everything else in the capital, nor was it on the sea floor like a flooded terrestrial city. Instead, the palace was fashioned from an enormous pyramidal structure of coral. At its apex was a large circular structure fifty feet in diameter, which looked a little like the Dynast’s Palace in Sova, if all the glass were removed and the steel beams were replaced by coral and whalebone. In the centre of this structure was the throne itself. The Thrice Queen occupied it, and next to her floated Kaipatu, her huge armoured blackfish. Other blackfish of the royal household moved through the waters behind them, itching for conflict.

<Ina> Renata said as they approached.

<Ambassador> the Thrice Queen replied, her affect guarded, but not confrontational. Next to the Thrice Queen was Muirgen, the wizened and milk-eyed old Channeller, wearing nothing except his golden circlet psychic attenuator.

They spent some time going through introductions, though the Queen’s attention was fixed on Kuroda, whom she received warmly and seemed genuinely pleased to see.

<This is our conduit?> she asked respectfully. It was in that moment that Renata realised she had never seen the Thrice Queen look happy about something. She could not help but feel a little jealous.

Kuroda signalled <Yes> in Loxica.

<I have not been made privy to his precise role, Ina> Renata said. <Only that he is vital to our efforts here. Captain Laine has—>

<It is just as well you have not been told> Muirgen cut over her, irascible as ever. <We cannot afford to have unguarded minds stamping our purpose on Fate’s tapestry>

<If we are to work together—> Renata tried.

<We are working together. Working together does not mean knowing every aspect of everything> the Queen said. <But there are some things we can tell you. The first is this: there are parts of the afterlife untouched by the Vorr. We have travelled successfully to the Edaximae, to the Ossian Sea, and learnt how to take steps to become proof to the mind rot>

<You have? How?> Renata signed frantically.

<A psychic shield> Muirgen said. <Not yet infallible> he added bitterly, <but effective enough>

<Could you ward the sailors?>

<There are thousands of you. We’d not get through a hundredth of the number in time. Your only chance is to avoid infection>

<Quiet> the Thrice Queen snapped. <What of these twenty boatloads of soil-eater thralls en route to Maris? With doubtless the singular intention to destroy us. I am to take it you still have not recovered the Blood Stone?>

<We have not> Renata replied. <But we have ships. And forts, now, on the Pupil. We shall do all we can to stop them>

<Indeed> the Thrice Queen replied. <Those ships will be here soon. Even if their goal is not the Eye of the Sea itself, we must assume it is>

<It is, Ina>

<How can you be certain?>

<I must speak with you on an urgent matter. It regards the Vorr, and the forces of Hell. Somewhere private> Renata added.

The Thrice Queen nodded. She turned to Muirgen. <Let us go to the Conclave>

<Yes, Ina> he replied.

<Aisake> she continued, turning to a nearby member of the royal household who was sitting astride his great bull blackfish. <The humans must be warded. Then we shall head to Maka and prepare our defences>

<Yes, Ina>

<Take them to Oliana for the ritual. Explain to them the nature of the thralls and the dangers of propagation>

<At once, my queen> Aisake said.

The Thrice Queen turned back to Renata. <Follow me, Ambassador>
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Renata was led to the Conclave in Maris. It looked like the skeleton of an enormous sea creature which had been taken over by rampant kaleidoscopic marine growth. Inside its single rib-buttressed chamber, bioluminescent algae provided a wan blue glow.

<What is it?> the Thrice Queen asked.

<Do you remember our first conversation? You told me that the Vorr had broken out of – or had been deliberately released from – their psychic prison>

<Of course we remember> Muirgen snapped.

<I received a message from the arcane task force in Sova. They say it is Ramayah the Progenitor who released the Vorr>

<What?> both the Queen and Muirgen demanded.

<Just that; that the Prince of Blood released the Vorr, and has yoked them>

<To do what? Destroy the Golden City?>

<To claim the mortal realm. The Vorr are a weapon. A tool. It is Ramayah the Progenitor who is our true opponent>

She told them of the séance; of the disaster in the City of Sleep, the Herald, Aegraxes, the visions. She wanted them to interrupt her. To tell her to shut up. To scoff. To laugh in her face. She wanted them to be rude to her – egregiously so. She wanted them to be so overwhelmed by the ridiculousness of her claims that they imprisoned her.

But the longer she spoke, the more the water hummed with psychic malaise. Muirgen and the Thrice Queen spoke in an endless stream of urgent transverbal Loxica. They spoke for a long time, and from the tenor of the conversation, if nothing else, Renata could tell that she had presented them with a new piece of information that was not only unwelcome, but worse, credible.

<How certain are you of this?> Muirgen demanded eventually.

<I’m not certain of anything except what I’ve seen and what I’ve been told> Renata replied. <May I ask; what does Rakk mean? You both said it many times just now, and I don’t know the translation>

The Queen floated in silence for a while, stewing in despair.

<You wouldn’t know this. Couldn’t know this> she said at last with an arrestingly quiet sincerity. <At the time of the Magickal Cataclysm, we Stygion were not the only race of sea-hybrids created. The Rakk were a fusion of human and crustacean>

<Bottom-dwellers> Muirgen said with disgust.

<What happened to them?> Renata pressed. She had never heard Maruska mention these creatures.

<They chose a different path. They turned away from Nema. For centuries they practised the dark art of blood magicks. They worshipped – and in so worshipping, sustained – Ramayah. They took as their patron the Prince of Blood, and he bestowed upon them his gifts>

<They are evil> Muirgen spat. <And they are supposed to be extinct>

<But they are not?>

The Thrice Queen shook her head. <There is no Stygion alive today who has seen them. But rumours bedevil us. Two centuries ago there was great upheaval in the afterlife. The Progenitor came close to manifesting himself on the mortal plane, but was thwarted. The Rakk were… energised. Encouraged. There was a war, between the Stygion and the Rakk. We prevailed, but…> She paused. <Our forebears did not eliminate them. Or so we fear>

<By Nema> Renata said. <I didn’t know>

<How could you have known?> Muirgen asked.

<We have been travelling to the Ossian Sea> the Thrice Queen continued. <There have been sightings of the Rakk there. Not only in the Sea itself, but aboard a demonic barque. They are being treated with, and courted, and prevailed upon>

<And now this> Muirgen said. <Your news – unwelcome as it is – has all but confirmed it>

<What can we do?> Renata asked. <Please tell me there is something>

<According to the Redacta Arcanum, the only thing that can stop Ramayah is a powerful artefact known as the Spear of Vangrid the Martyr. But like so many of these things…?> She shrugged. <Lost to the annals of history>

Renata paused. She thought of Peter Kleist, of the Kato, of the repeated mentions of a magickal spearhead in the deep wilderness of the New East. She thought of Aegraxes and the endless procession of auguries, connexions and coincidences that bedevilled her.

<What?> the Thrice Queen asked, as Renata’s thoughts leaked out of her into the surrounding water.

<Oh no…> Renata said.

<What?!>

But Renata was already swimming to the surface.
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“The bird!” Renata shouted as she burst free of the water above Maris five minutes later. “The bird!”

“What bird, madam?” someone called down to her from the Hyena.

“The fucking messenger bird!” she shrieked, spitting out mouthfuls of seawater.

“Elle parle de l’oiseau messager des Tsukumese,” she heard Boucher say. “Sur l’Épaulard.”

“Capitaine! Can you hear me?” Renata called up as she ascended the ladder on the side of the frigate.

“Ambassador—” Boucher started, surrounded by an alarmed gaggle of midshipmen.

“The bird. Stop it from leaving. Do what you need to do,” Renata gasped.

“It is caged, Ms Rainer. Ça ne va nulle part. Not going anywhere.”

“What is the matter, madam?” Lieutenant Parish asked, concern written across his features. He glanced nervously into the foamy brine of the sea, where it churned with sharks, as though expecting to see a blossom of crimson at any moment.

Renata crossed the deck, her soaking-wet dress clinging to her in a way that made the hands leer. She stopped short of Boucher, and took a moment to catch her breath.

“I need to send a message to Sova,” she breathed.







XXVIII

City of Madmen

“Because Nemanism is a human confection, so it can be changed and altered. And because it can be changed and altered, it is changed and altered. Being so pliable is not an inherently bad thing; it is how a given religion survives the twin forces of scientific advancement and modernisation. The difficulty arises when a person, institution or nation state becomes hidebound to a particular liturgical method, or thing, or orthodoxy, which is then eclipsed. Because religion attaches to a person’s full soul, so they are willing to defend it with the same.”

GROSSO’S STEEL GODS AND THE MORTAL DIVINE
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Imperial Palace

SOVA

Three days after he was arrested in the Royal Exhibition Centre for the sorcerous slaughter of half a thousand Sovan citizens, von Oldenburg was taken to see the Empress – neither a prisoner, nor a petitioner, nor a revolutionary.

They had entered a truly bizarre phase of the plan. The only serious martial force in the city owed its allegiance to von Oldenburg, but he had not launched a coup d’état. The Senate still met and debated and functioned, but the Council of Bishops had been disbanded. The Empress had not been overthrown, but nor had she been deposed. The power centres in Sova were fragmented and diffuse. The city was plagued by an absence of certainty and authority. No one had enough force or confidence to make their move, everyone had too much to lose to withdraw – and all the while, von Oldenburg’s ceaseless pamphleteering filled the streets with rancour.

“I can hear them,” he said as he was led up from the dungeon and into the palace proper.

“Hear what, my lord?” Gold asked him irritably.

Disrespectfulcuntriphisearoff –

“The people in the streets. The screaming.”

“There is no screaming, my lord.”

Von Oldenburg laughed.

They were taken to an audience chamber in the offices of the Privy Council. Here the architects of the great change were arrayed: von Oldenburg, Colonel Gold, the Bridgers Marceline Morel and Leopold Hudák, and the burnt man. There were also a dozen Yeomen, and a motley of hangers-on, including representatives of Sir Joachim and the city’s captains of industry. Von Oldenburg had not concerned himself with the functionaries of their enterprise, though he understood there to be, necessarily, quite a few of them.

Elsewhere in the city, Yelena and Broz attended to their tasks.

“Well. Here we are,” the Empress said from across the room. She was flanked by half a dozen soldiers from the Household Cavalry – the regiment itself was shuffling its way back through the North Kyarai – as well as an equal number of Privy Councillors. Sometimes they spoke, or made a noise, or reacted in some way, but they were so inconsequential to von Oldenburg that he blocked them from his sight and mind entirely. Indeed, it was all he could do to quiet the incredible demonic buzzing in his head.

“Your Imperial Highness,” he said. He paused, worried he might vomit ectoplasm all over the table. Killherkillherkillherkillherkillher – “I am sorry we had to meet under such circumstances.”

“I should be ever so grateful, Lamprecht, if you could explain to me precisely what these circumstances are,” the Empress replied tightly. “Last I checked, you had killed nearly five hundred people in the Royal Exhibition Centre and were languishing in the dungeon awaiting sentencing and execution. Now, somehow, I am meeting with you as though you had not been disavowed, wondering why you are bent on instigating some sort of religious civil war.”

“To the contrary, Highness. It is my sincerest desire and wish that these matters be conducted as bloodlessly as possible.”

“Our definitions of bloodless diverge somewhat.”

“Then let us reconverge them.”

The Empress sighed. She was frightened, he could tell. She was well out of her depth. “Lamprecht, given your – illegal – dabbling in matters arcane, you above all others know that this squabbling about the precise nature of the sacrament, the doctrine of justificatio sola fide, whether Nema is primus inter deos and other such ecclesiastical matters is very far indeed from what we should be concentrating on.”

“Dabbling. Squabbling,” von Oldenburg muttered darkly. “In fact, Highness, what I am doing is of critical importance to the security of the state. I have not neglected the issue of the Vorr; I am forcing it. These doctrinal matters are not trifles. They are the key to ensuring our spiritual salvation.”

“You think they are our gods? The arcane task force is convinced that the Vorr are the greatest threat to the mortal plane that has ever existed; that our only hope is to assist the Stygion in blockading the Eye of the Sea so that we may at least contain and control the problem. Nema Victoria, far from being our enemy, is our only hope. As She has ever been!”

This drew some – infuriating – murmurs of agreement from people in the chamber. Even the burnt man seemed to bristle at this.

“Actually, madam,” von Oldenburg said, thinking of Yelena and the immolation of her Magpie Alley compatriots – NemaVictoriaisagutlesswhore – “the arcane task force is somewhat…” he paused, stifling a laugh, “split on the matter.”

“I would not know! I have not managed to make contact with them for quite some time, thanks to your activities in the streets!”

Who was this woman? When had Zelenka Haugenate grown into someone so comfortable in the trappings of power? She spoke and acted with incredible authority. Far from being a sop to the Senate populists, she had become a force of nature, regal and wrathful. It infuriated him.

“Madam, I would very much like this to proceed without violence.”

“So you continue to insist! And yet all I see is violence! Senators and cardinals murdered! Apostates in the Philosophers’ Palace! The Senate! The streets!” She brandished a handful of pamphlets that had hitherto lain on the desk before her. “Why are you publishing this doggerel? These are not legitimate debates about Neman orthodoxy. This is madness. Genuine insanity. I feel like we are but a day away from watching commonfolk being blasted to bits with cannon! You, Colonel Gold! You should be hanged for treason, not sitting here holding council with me!”

“I am saving everyone’s souls,” von Oldenburg protested. Something about the Empress’ rage was causing him great mirth. He could feel it bubbling up underneath his diaphragm, a curious, rootless thing, questing for something to latch onto.

“Why are you laughing?”

“It’s all…” He gripped the sides of his head. Doing so caused several old wounds in his hands to reopen, and he could feel fresh blood trickling down his palms, his wrists. A passage from the Book of Histories surfaced in his mind unbidden: Ramayah the Progenitor is the patron of many evils. His coming is known to be heralded by the decay of grass, the whispers of demons and the sound of dripping blood.

He could feel his grip on the situation faltering. His mind unravelling. People followed strength and certainty. If she outshone him now, she could fatally undermine his cause – and he had spent far too much sanity on it for it to stumble at the final hurdle.

“Madam!”

“Your Highness!”

Von Oldenburg gritted his teeth. “Your Highness. This is not a coup. I do not seek to crown myself as emperor. For the safety of the commonfolk, and more importantly the Stocks Exchange, I ask only for three things. First, that Colonel Gold be made Legionary Prefect…”

“Colonel Glaser is the Legionary Prefect and I see no reason to remove him.”

“… and that I be made Ecclesiarch.”

“Ecclesiarch!” the Empress erupted. “The only thing you shall be made into is a corpse!”

“Second!” he continued loudly over the screaming in his head, “that the policy of Subordination be enacted. We shall rewrite the Neman Creed to take account of the doctrinal changes. Victorianism shall be abolished. The Vorr shall be recognised as primus inter deos. Wait, primi inter deos. I forgot the plural.” He chuckled. There was much audible discontent from the Empress’ side of the chamber.

“Third: Eklezio de la Vorantaj Dioj – no, wait. We should give it a name in Old Saxan. Lend it a bit of weight.” He thought a moment, to the bafflement of everyone – even his own people in the room. “Ecclesia Transmutatae Salvationis.”

“The ‘Church of Transmutative Salvation’? Truly?”

“Thank goodness. My Old Saxan is much better than I thought.”

“Lamprecht, you must know I cannot sanction any of this.”

“This will need to be a recognised denomination.”

“Lamprecht—”

“Oh, and I shall need the Archpatria arrested and executed. Mr Hudák here shall take his place. And Colonel Glaser, for that matter. Executed, that is.”

“Lamprecht!”

“Yes?”

There was a pregnant pause. “Obviously not!”

“Hm?”

“What truly do you expect me to do? You have completely lost your mind. This is a coup d’état—”

“No, I said! For the markets, for the goldmark. I promised I would have no designs on the government whatever.” I need the blood press. I need Sir Joachim’s manufactory. “The Imperial Household, the Senate, the army, navy, all of it is to remain in place. I am concerned only with the church.” IwillburnitalltothegroundtoopentheEyeoftheSea. “You have my word on that. I swear it.”

Now there was hesitation, just enough for Von Oldenburg to know that whatever came next, he had triumphed. He knew it in that moment with certainty as solid as the bedrock beneath the Palace. Of course, they would try and kill him eventually. They would agree to it all now, and then when matters had sufficiently calmed, they would arrest him – or more likely, Bosko would simply have him poisoned.

“Where is Emmanuel?” he asked suddenly.

“Dead,” the Empress replied immediately. “You must know this.”

Von Oldenburg’s brow furrowed. The memory of Bosko’s murder – of tearing the man’s head in half and throwing him out the window – filled his mind with visceral clarity. And yet… “No,” he settled on. He took a long swig of tonic.

The mechanism pulsed in his pocket.

The Eye calls to the Eye.

“‘No’? Are you serious?”

“About what, Highness?”

She took a deep, ragged breath. “Are you going to sit here in this chamber and tell me that you were not responsible for his murder?”

Von Oldenburg leant over to Gold, and whispered in his ear, “Did we kill him?”

“He was found dead outside Victorygate Prison a few days ago, my lord, having fallen from the roof.”

Von Oldenburg’s frown deepened. He turned back to the Empress. “I’m afraid I know nothing about that, Highness. But he was working with the arcane task force. Perhaps they stumbled across something they should not have. The afterlife is filled with all manner of… pitfalls.”

“Well. Thank goodness we have your steady hand at the tiller, Ecclesiarch,” the Empress said icily.

“You shall make the arrangements, then?” von Oldenburg asked brightly, drinking more tonic.

“Lamprecht, you have this palace surrounded by several thousand armed men. I do not know what choice you think you are giving me.”

“Oh, do I? Excellent!” He clapped his hands together. “This is good news. We shall begin implementing our changes at once.”

He stood, and his people stood with him. “You have just saved the souls of every Sovan in the world, Highness. You should be very pleased with yourself.”

She said something in reply, but he could not hear. The buzzing in his head had returned tenfold, and the screaming, and the wailing, and the sound of a million souls’ excruciation, until the noise drowned out everything and he had to be carried from the room and repaired to his residence to rest.
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Lyzander left Glaser’s manse and spent a fruitless day trying to secure an audience with the Empress. That Count Lamprecht von Oldenburg had returned was now beyond any doubt; as to what had taken place in the Royal Exhibition Centre, he could hardly move for competing theories. The only thing anyone could be certain of was that a great number of people had perished in a very short space of time.

He walked endless loops around the Creus Road, Miran Road and the Saint Slavka the Martyr Highway, trying to catch a glimpse of the Empress, a member of the royal household, a member of the Privy Council, a sympathetic senator – anyone who might tell him if Bosko’s arrest warrants had achieved their desired effects. He plied the Sauber in wherries, loitered in Admiralty Square – even stole into the Imperial Bank of Sova and the Stocks Exchange to see if any information could be gleaned there. But the markets were as febrile as the mood in the streets, as rumours of a coup swelled like the Jade Sea in storm, and no one paid him any attention.

The atmosphere in the city was growing rancid. The presses on Blood Street seemed perfectly content to churn out pamphlet after pamphlet of inflammatory rhetoric, happy to reap extraordinary profits without any sense of responsibility whatever. Morning papers and lunchtime and evening extras were distributed with destructive glee; the newsmen had made entertainment, provocation and enragement their sole preoccupation, and business was booming.

By the end of the day, Lyzander had collected a novel’s worth of these papers. It was bizarre, seeing matters which had for so long been most sensitive state secrets now being distributed on the streets to anyone who could read. There, the effects were predictably violent. There was nothing in the world that could enrage the sensibilities of otherwise perfectly respectable Sovans like Nemanism and its bifurcation, and the commonfolk were beginning to coalesce into knots, groups, embryonic mobs. If something wasn’t done soon to take the heat out of the city, calamity was sure to follow.

Lyzander eventually gave up on the central precinct and made his way to Victorygate Prison. En route he passed Guardsmen’s Barracks, home to the Imperial Horse Artillery, which, like most army formations, was a thousand miles away in Kalegosfort. The broad green fields of the Nastjan artillery range to the south should have been empty. Instead, he was alarmed to find a sizeable contingent of city Yeoman – at least a thousand – marshalling, victualling, preparing, along with the skeletal IHA garrison and their horse-drawn cannon.

“Hellfire,” he muttered.

It was gone the tenth bell by the time he arrived at the prison.

“I’m looking for Emmanuel Bosko,” he said.

“He’s dead,” the man grunted.

“What?”

“Dead. What’s your name?”

“I – uh – Captain Joseph Lyzander, 190th West Kovans,” he replied. “Why? What’s happened?”

“Just a minute,” the gaoler said. Lyzander’s mind raced as the man bustled off. Then, a moment later, he returned. “I’ve got something to show you.”

“Me?”

“Lyzander, you said?”

“That’s right.”

“Follow me.”

Lyzander followed the man through the prison and up to Bosko’s office. His mouth fell open as he saw the damage.

“What the hell happened?”

“Fire,” the gaoler replied laconically. They entered the blackened chamber. Lyzander’s heart raced. The desk upon which he had placed all of Yelena’s materials was a charred ruin.

“When?” he gasped.

“Last night.”

“Gods, no,” he breathed, fingers trembling as they picked out the fire- and water-damaged evidence of Yelena’s treachery. “What happened to Bosko?”

The gaoler shrugged. “Tipped his lamp. We reckon he got trapped by the flames. Tried to get out of the window. Fell.”

“To his death?”

The gaoler looked at him askance, as though he were a moron, and led him to the window in question. Standing there, he pointed down to the street. “See those rats?”

“I do.”

“Those are his brains they’re eating.”

Lyzander sighed angrily. “Damn you, man, what is it you wanted to show me? Or was it this?”

“You got a letter. Here.”

Lyzander accepted the handwritten note. The wax seal bore the Imperial device.

“Who delivered this?”

“A messenger, who do you think?”

“When?”

“This afternoon. It was reckoned you’d turn up, and so you have.”

Lyzander checked the seal, then opened it. He held it to the light of the gaoler’s lamp, and read it quickly.

“Nema,” he breathed. “What time is it?”

“It’ll be the tenth and a half in a minute.”

“I have to go. Thank you for your help,” Lyzander said, and ran out of the prison as fast as he could.
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He was too late. The Empress had scheduled a rendezvous for him in a disused office next to the Imperial Corn Exchange, a large structure overlooking the Victorygate Getreidemarkt. But he had missed the meeting by several hours.

“Damn!” he barked to the cooling night air. He searched for anything she might have left him – a mark, another letter, a message of any kind – but there was nothing.

He spent the night there, but neither she nor another messenger turned up. He snatched a few hours’ sleep on the chamber floor, and in the morning made his way back through Victorygate, past the – now empty – Nastjan Fields and towards the embassy district. Half a mile north, a large, angry mob of people had gathered at the nexus of the Temple of Nema Victoria, the Temple of Creus and the Council of Bishops building.

“Gods’ blood and fuck,” he muttered. City Yeomen were moving up the Veleurian Road. Behind them clattered teams of horses from the Imperial Horse Artillery, towing limbers and ammunition carriages. The day was going to end – and very possibly start – with bloodshed.

Ayakashi House was halfway up the street. He ran to it, ducked in breathlessly and asked for the ambassador. The Sovan girl inside, who had herself been watching the soldiers go past, shared his alarm; and instead of being turned away, or asked to wait, he was shown upstairs immediately. There, in a cluttered rooftop office aglow with morning sunlight, a wizened old woman was kneeling in front of an impressive suit of Tsukumese armour in the far corner.

“Madam, you must forgive me. I know none of the correct protocol, and I am in a very great hurry. My name is Joseph Lyzander—”

The woman stood and turned. “You want to send a message,” she said, gesturing to an enormous white bird standing on the terrace.

“I – er, yes,” Lyzander said. “I understand that a representative of the Shōgunate is due to liaise with the Stygion at Maris.”

“Hai.”

The woman moved briskly to a writing desk in the centre of the room, and sat on the floor.

“What is the message?”

“It’s for Ambassador Renata Rainer,” he said, and the woman began to write quickly. “She herself is due at the Iris Isles—”

“What is the message?” the ambassador repeated.

Lyzander paused. “It’s going to sound rather far-fetched.”

“It’s fine. I understand. Just tell me, and I write.”

Lyzander told her, and she wrote. He spoke quickly, haltingly, his thoughts getting jammed up in his throat. He told her about the findings of the arcane task force, the discovery of Yelena’s journal, her treachery, the resurfacing of von Oldenburg, and finally about Ramayah, the Prince of Blood.

“Daimao,” the ambassador muttered. She wrote the Tsukumese logograms quickly, diligently and unquestioningly, as though she had anticipated all of this. If she was in any way surprised or shocked by anything he said, she gave no sign of it.

“And please tell her…” he said, exhaling. “Please tell her—”

“You love? Yes?”

He let out a single, awkward laugh. “Yes. Please.”

The ghost of a smile playing across her lips, the ambassador finished the message, dried the ink, rolled it up and packed it into a small leather scroll case.

“How long will it take to get there?” Lyzander asked.

She waggled her hand, tutting. “Bird need rest for one more day.”

“I need the message to go now!”

“Bird need feed and rest or no message reach anybody,” she said firmly. “Flight time maybe five days.”

Lyzander nodded, taking a moment to calm himself. “Thank you. I am sorry for my temper.”

“No matter. Strange times. Dark times.”

“Dark times indeed,” he muttered. They gripped one another’s forearms in Sovan valediction, and he left.
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He made his way slowly and carefully up the Veleurian Road, approaching the confluence of Yeomen and commonfolk in the same way he would approach a skittish horse. Nothing had happened yet; in spite of his initial fears, the arrival of the soldiers had precipitated more of a carnival atmosphere than a battlefield one. That was sure to change as the day grew hotter, the people drunker and the Yeomen twitchier; but for now he felt safe enough to casually ask a few of the soldiers what was happening.

“Fucked if I know, sir,” the first one said. “Colonel Gold is in the palace today, talking to the Empress with Senator Lamprecht von Oldenburg. We were ordered to keep the peace in the streets.”

“Is that so?” Lyzander asked, managing to hide his astonishment. “Do you have any notion of what they’re discussing?”

The soldier shrugged, but one of his fellows, a sergeant, said, “Talk of changing the church, sir. Reorganising it all. If you ask me, it’s past due. My sister-in-law’s Conformist, and she gets no end of grief.”

“Do you have orders to use force?” Lyzander asked.

“Only if we’re set upon.”

Lyzander thought for a moment. “I heard Count von Oldenburg was disavowed by the Empress,” he said carefully. “In fact I thought she had ordered his arrest.”

The sergeant and the soldier next to him snorted. “I expect the count will be running the city inside a week,” the sergeant said. “He’s giving the people what they want, ain’t he, sir?”

“And what’s that?”

The man leant in conspiratorially. “I heard he had some sort of magickal super weapon. He’s gonna destroy the Casimirs once and for all. Give ’em a right good thrashing.”

“He’s got special plans to make us all rich,” the soldier added, licking his lips feverishly, “using slaves. That’s what ol’ Goldy says.”

Lyzander managed to nod along, as though this were all very welcome news indeed. “That’s good,” he said. “It’s about time we gave the Casimirs what-for.”

“Not like Glaser was gonna do it, eh, sir?” the sergeant said. “Goldy’ll get it done.”

“Goldy’ll get Glaser done,” the soldier added, chuckling.

“What do you mean? Is something going to happen to Colonel Glaser?” Lyzander asked.

The sergeant tapped the side of his nose. “Between you and me, sir, I think he’ll be dangling before the end of the week. Sir?”

But Lyzander was already running.







XXIX

Battle for the Eye of the Sea

“Every ship is a parcel of Sova Herself. I expect every hand to fight as though they were defending the soil of their own homesteads.”

VICE ADMIRAL EVA ENGBURG
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The Radial Straits

JADE SEA

Renata returned to the water briefly to be warded by a member of the Psychic Conclave called Oliana – a dreamlike process that took a long time and still felt ineffective and insubstantial – and then they left Maris and made overnight for the Eye.

Behind, the Sanques gave chase.

Thanks to a combination of shoddy seamanship and a quieting of the wind, it took the enemy ships all night to reach them. As dawn broke across the Jade Sea, they were clearly visible, struggling on through the bright blue chop – relentless.

The signal flags went up, and those ships in Laine’s confederation made sail to intercept. The day was as clear as a bell and the cold morning wind cut across the water like a scalpel. On a map, Renata felt as though she should have been able to see the Iris, but from their position a few hundred yards from the shore of the Pupil, it was nothing but a distant smudge on the horizon. Somewhere far below them was Kuroda, the Taiyosenshi, and Maka – the great Stygion fortress over the Eye of the Sea. Somewhere high above, the Tsukumese bird flew back to Sova, carrying a message urging Lyzander to recover and make safe the Spear of Vangrid at all costs.

“Mr Parish! I want every man, woman and wolf on this ship trussed up in rags, do you understand?” Laine shouted across the deck. “No one is to show a scrap of skin! Gloves, greatcoats, sou’westers, anything and everything. Mr Parish!”

The lieutenant looked confused. “Sir?”

“I shall explain in due course, but first the clothes, then beat to quarters and clear the decks for action. Do you understand?”

“At once, Captain.”

As the fresh morning air chilled Renata to the bone, somewhere on the Hyena the pounding of drums began, and the hands scurried about below deck, donning every scrap of clothing that could be found; not only from ditty bags, but looted from the ward rooms, too, so that there were dozens of sailors wearing the smart dress uniforms and clothes of the ship’s officers.

“The enemy sailors have been subjected to an arcane mind rot!” Laine shouted as he paced up and down the quarterdeck. “This is a contagion which is transmitted by skin contact! You must not let them touch you! Is that understood?”

He was answered by a chorus of confused affirmatives from the hands, all clad in absurd motley.

“If one of your fellows is touched, you must cut him down immediately before he can spread the contagion. Is that clear?”

Again there came an uneasy chorus of assent.

“There will be explanations and time to rake over all of it in due course. Until then, make ready for action.”

The gun crews cleared the decks and ran out the guns. The boards were doused in sand. Other men scurried up the shrouds at the behest of the ship’s Master and made sail for the short tack that would bring them across the enemy ships and into gun range.

“Where do you want me?” Renata asked Laine as he strode to the aftercastle and pulled out his spyglass.

“Somewhere out of sight. I daresay you would be safer in the water. Or ashore.”

Renata turned. There, on the Pupil, Sovan officers stood atop the nascent coastal fortifications, their own spyglasses trained on the impending clash of ships.

“‘In the water’ will always be an option,” she murmured.

Laine snorted. “Let us hope it does not come to that. Cut along now; below, if you please. You should arm yourself, too.”

“I wonder if I might stay up here—”

“Confound you, Ambassador, do what you will but keep out of the way!”

She did. First she went below and asked one of the wolfmen for a weapon, and was wordlessly and unceremoniously handed a cutlass; then she returned to the aftercastle, and secreted herself in the corner by the taffrail on the larboard side. She did not relish the thought of action, but she could think of little worse than being trapped in the orlop as the frigate sank to the bottom.

The Sanquish vessels were close now, just beyond cannon range but approaching fast with the weather gauge. Behind the Hyena, the rest of the men-o’-war were corralled skilfully by their captains into a line. Renata knew little enough about naval warfare, but had learnt from Lieutenant Parish that this manoeuvre was known as “crossing the T”, and it would enable them to send a cannon-load of iron down the length of the enemy ships.

The wind picked up, and Renata watched as Laine’s attention became entirely fixed on trimming the sails and maintaining the Hyena’s dominant position in the order of battle. They had to keep within gun range, but not so close that they put themselves at risk of a boarding action. She shuddered to think what would happen if one of the thralls managed to get aboard.

And then, finally, the firing began.

First it came from the great batteries on the Pupil. Even from a distance, these cannon were impressive. From atop the bastion walls framed by the cold morning sun, great thunderclaps of sound echoed across the straits, bracketed by shouted orders of artillery officers.

At four hundred yards, and after its guns had been naturally elevated by the swell, the Hyena unleashed its first salvo. Huge gouts of white smoke erupted across the water, accompanied by a violent tympanic banging like that of an enormous kettle drum. She tried and failed to track the little black specks of the cannonballs across the gap, seeing them only where they skipped across the waves, or fell short in great white sprays of brine.

“Signal the shore for heated shot, Mr Parish!” Laine called, his eye glued to his spyglass.

The flags went up. As the Hyena tacked in a long crescent to the north-west, the shore battery unleashed a second salvo. This time Renata could see the balls very clearly; they glowed like embers, zipping across the water and smashing home into the Sanquish vessels. A moment later – and to her shock – one of the ships exploded where the heated shot had penetrated its magazine. Splintered planks of wood, guns and body parts rained down into the water.

The hands cheered. Renata could hear cheering from the other ships in the line too. Some of the big three-deckers were able to put out tremendous volumes of fire, fifty guns to a broadside. They filled the morning air with a hailstorm of iron – roundshot, chain, and grape where they were close enough. Each struck home with incredible ferocity, smashing into stays, cutting shrouds, felling masts like enormous blackwoods, detonating barrels of powder and magazines and setting sails and wood alight. Every time one of the enemy vessels came even close to the shore of the Pupil, they were savaged by the shore batteries too, the big thirty-six-pounders. Already two Sanquish ships were listing.

“By Nema,” Renata said as great clouds of gritty, acrid smoke rolled across the Jade Sea. As a display of violence, it was without peer.

And then she paused.

She squinted at the sea either side of the Sanquish ships. What at first looked like errant grapeshot splashing about their hulls was in fact dozens – if not hundreds – of sailors diving overboard.

No. Not sailors.

Thralls.

“Captain! Captain Laine!” she shouted.

Some of the thralls were swimming down into the cold, clear water; others were wading up the rocky, scrubby beaches of the Pupil. She watched as solders gesticulated from atop the incomplete bastion walls and readied their muskets.

“Not now, damn you,” he called up from the quarterdeck, where he was manning one of the gunlocks.

“The thralls are diving into the water! They’re going to infect the mer-men!”

She pointed madly to where more and more of the crew of the enemy ships were plunging heedless into the sea. Not only from the decks, but some from hundreds of feet up in the shrouds and masts and yards. They hit the frigid water as though it was solid concrete, and were killed as surely as if it was.

“Fuck and Hell,” Laine roared. “Grape! Grape! Mr Parish, Mr Mayer, load every gun with grape and sweep those decks! Ms Canek, put us alongside!”

The Hyena pulled alongside the foremost Sanquish vessel, a frigate of almost exactly the same tonnage and armament. A great broadside went up from the former, obliterating fully half the crew of the enemy ship and leaving them strewn in red rags across the planks. Renata watched in fascinated horror as many of them continued to act as though they had no injuries whatever. This was true even of those who had been suddenly and violently rendered amputees – sometimes multiple amputees. They tried to climb shrouds, or swab guns, or otherwise conduct themselves as rational human beings; except they were anything but, propelled by arcane instruction and residual autonomic capability. They bled from unbelievable wounds, filling the air and covering the boards with arterial spray, dropping down dead after seconds or even minutes. It was the most ghoulish display she had ever seen.

Beneath, the water foamed red where the white sharks fed, and the aether rang with the screams where the Vorr had their fill too.

The first ship was rendered a ghostly hulk, and was sent to the bottom by several decent broadsides from the Épaulard. But the next man-o’-war they came across was a third-rate ship of the line, and had been protected from much of the fire by the frigate in front of it. Now its vacant sailors unloaded three decks of cannon into the starboard side of the Hyena.

Renata instinctively dropped even before the first gunpowder ignited. She found herself moaning uncontrollably into the sand-strewn boards beneath her as roundshot whistled overhead. Stays snapped and whipsawed through the air. The forestay was severed and took a Kasar off his feet. Chain shot savaged the shrouds and sails; roundshot thumped into the thick oak of the hull. One punched through the taffrail and sent a nine-inch splinter whistling past Renata’s head, laying open the skin on the back of her arm where it cradled her scalp.

The ship’s hands were devastated – but worse, the top third of the mainmast was smashed loose, the mainroyal and maintopgallant severed. It creaked and cracked as it fell into the Jade Sea, as effective an anchor as ever existed, arresting their forward momentum. The Hyena’s remaining sails now pulled the ship in strange directions, keeling it over to starboard and dragging it directly towards the enemy ship.

Laine, heedless of the danger, was up on his feet, pacing the quarterdeck, roaring orders at the hands.

“Cut those ropes! Axes, now! Cut those ropes!” he bellowed, striding across the board as though the air were not filled with a deadly storm of iron.

In fact it was quickly filled with more than that. Renata could see on the deck of the Sanquish man-o’-war – the L’Imbattable – that the thralls were getting ready to throw grapnels and gangplanks across the gap – and this in spite of the Épaulard having skilfully tacked up on her larboard side.

“Boarders! Prepare to repel boarders!” one of the lieutenants shouted. “Ms Guliyeva!” he called up to the new Marines captain; but she was already commanding her people to fire on the enemy thralls. The air popped and crackled with musketry.

Renata was on her feet and running the length of the ship. She reached Parish where he was commanding the quarterdeck gun battery.

“You mustn’t let them come across!” she shouted, deafened by the explosions of gunpowder all round. “They mustn’t touch you!”

“I know, Ambassador,” he replied grimly.

“If they touch you, you will—”

“I know, Ambassador,” he repeated. “Time for you to get yourself somewhere safe.”

She watched helplessly as the thralls massed at the quarterdeck rail of the L’Imbattable. There was something so eerie about them. They did not gnash their teeth or scrabble about like feral beasts; nor did they shout or taunt the sailors on the Hyena. They simply… assembled, wordlessly and in silence. Even as they prepared to board, some of them seemed to drop down dead. These exertions were too much for their lingering mortal bodies, which clearly had not had enough sustenance in the days it had taken for the ships to get here. Indeed, they looked emaciated and weak, and for a hopeful moment she wondered if they might be repelled even with their superior numbers.

But it would only take one. All that was needed was for one single, solitary thrall to get through their defences, and the contagion would spread like wildfire.

She watched the Hyena’s hands – those who could be spared from tending frantically to the sails – trussed up in rags and clutching axes, cutlasses, spiked hammers and pistols, as they waited for the inevitable.

And then she saw him, standing on the aftercastle of the L’Imbattable. The captain. The only sane man on a ship full of the insane, the dead, the vacated. There was something very strange about him indeed – strange and… familiar.

The air thrummed like a tuning fork, coruscating with sorcerous energies. Was it her imagination, or were his eyes glowing red?

“Shoot him! Shoot him!” she shouted desperately to the Marines. But the noise was too great. In that moment, the Épaulard drew level with the L’Imbattable and fired, battering the latter with a long tonne of iron.

Renata watched as the captain turned away from the Hyena and brandished something in the direction of Boucher’s ship; what looked like a grenade. A moment later there was a terrifying flash of pink light, and a dozen screams ripped through the aether.

“What was that?” she asked the smoke-choked air at the same time the thralls tossed their grapnels and gangplanks towards the Hyena. Some landed true, and were quickly set upon by sailors with axes. More missed, thrown by emaciated arms. One gangplank managed to bridge the gap between the ships, but it was overturned, sending several thralls into the water below, where they were dispatched by sharks.

But none of it was enough. The Sanques acted with a single-minded determination. Where even the bravest crews made up of normal human beings might have flinched under fire, or been overwhelmed, the thralls were utterly imperturbable. If one was brained by a Marine’s musket ball, his fellows would simply continue as though nothing had happened. They could not be broken, or discouraged, or routed. It made them terrifying, even though they did not act with any outward malice whatever. There was something so frighteningly, ruthlessly businesslike about the way they waged war.

The Hyena, lamed and partly dismasted, was pulled in close as the thralls heaved on the grapnels. Even as the ropes were hacked free by axes, there was now too much momentum pushing the ships together. Their hulls met with a great grinding, splintering sound, and the thralls leapt – or attempted to leap – across the gap. Here the Hyena put another broadside into the L’Imbattable – and another. In fact, they put so many balls into the enemy’s hull at point-blank range that the captain had to direct some of the thralls back to their own guns, before the ship was sunk or set aflame.

Renata was in no way a warrior – indeed, professionally she was the opposite – and clung to the larboard taffrail. She looked over her shoulder to where the water churned, preparing to jump in. In the chaotic frenzy of battle, would the Spears know she was an ally? Or would she be killed like the thralls?

The quarterdeck of the Hyena was a chaotic melee now. She had not yet heard the aethereal scream of one of the Sovan hands being vacated, but in and amongst the confusion, surely it was only a matter of time.

Still the Sovans battled with incredible bravery. It seemed that no member of the crew was above fighting, too; there were the officers with their cutlasses and pistols; there were the Marines with their muskets and bayonets; and there were the hands, not a man, woman or Kasar amongst them, whatever their role aboard, shirking the fight. She saw one man – Vang, possibly, the captain’s steward – wielding a frying pan.

Renata stayed at the rear, pressing herself into the taffrail so hard she worried that it might snap, waiting either for the Hyena’s crew to prevail, or for the thralls to break through – at which point she would launch herself into the sea. But, as it transpired, the vacated Sanques were not good fighters – and the Sovan sailors were exemplary. Clearly the former were intended to overwhelm with numbers and let the mind rot do its deadly work, propagating through closely packed ranks of sailors. But with the Hyena’s hands covered head to toe in rags and with the enemy thralls weak from days of hard sailing without proper nutrition or care, it very quickly became a one-sided affair. It helped, Renata imagined, that the Sovans were acutely aware of the consequences of failure. As it turned out, there was a fate worse than death.

She craned her neck to see if she could spot the captain and his strange, grenade-like thaumaturgic weapon. But she was distracted by another thunderous cannonade. Smoke was billowing up from the gap between the two ships, and the strong smell of burning wood and igniting gunpowder filled the crisp morning air.

“Fire! Fire!” went up the cry. But it was not the Hyena’s officers ordering the gun batteries to shoot. The L’Imbattable was aflame.

Renata watched as the hands returned to the frantic task of hacking the grapnels free of the frigate before the fire could spread to them –

And then, finally, it happened.

She actually saw it. A Kasar, the worst possible sailor to be infected. His rags came free at the wrist as he toiled with an axe to cut through the thick, tar-soaked ropes. It was all that was needed. A thrall gripped him there, the familiar scream cut through the world beneath that of the living, and the wolfman went berserk.

Renata watched helplessly, gripping the handle of her cutlass so hard she felt as though she were going to rupture tendons, as the Kasar grabbed the next Sovan he laid eyes on. A moment later, the process was repeated; the scream, the vacancy, the mad, feral scramble for another victim even as they were hacked to pieces by their fellows.

She gritted her teeth. She was one of the few people on the ship to be warded by the Stygion, along with Captain Laine. She knew she had to do something. As much as she didn’t want to, as much as her body and mind were screaming at her to turn tail and flee, she knew that she had been marked by Fate to do something.

“Oh, shit,” she said with dismay, as though she had done nothing more than smash a teapot. It was the only rousing oratory she managed. Most of the thralls from the L’Imbattable had been dispatched now, but they were fast becoming a secondary, even tertiary problem. The Sovans watched in perplexion as Renata began to cut down, clumsily, inexpertly, their own people.

“Captain! Captain!” she screamed. The fresh batch of vacants grabbed at her, but they were not trying to kill her mortal body. They were trying only to achieve skin contact – which they did, many times. Renata’s guts surged and her heart fluttered as she felt the psychic shield begin to buckle. She could almost see the jaws of the Vorr straining against the skin of the aether.

“Get back!” she shouted as she cut her way bloodily through half a dozen vacants, before she fell to coughing. Here at the starboard side of the frigate, the smoke was thick and stung her eyes and nose. She had no idea what the official order was, and so she began to shout, “Abandon the ship!”

“Belay that!” Laine roared. “Ms Rainer, just what in the damned fucking hell do you think you are doing?”

“Your crew has been inf—”

The L’Imbattable’s magazine detonated. Renata was thrown backwards as though she had been punched by an enormous invisible fist, all the way to the larboard rail. Everyone was floored. The Hyena lurched violently to the left, rocking and bobbing like a toy ship in a bath.

The L’Imbattable was broken almost in half and listed crazily. Flaming splinters rained down, clattering off yards and what remained of the Hyena’s masts, becoming ensnared in shrouds and in some unfortunate cases killing those hands who had survived the initial blast.

Renata saw that she was one of the lucky ones. Plenty had been engulfed in flame and were little more than smoking, blackened carcasses. Others had been completely obliterated. At least the explosion had taken care of the problem of the vacants, even if it had cost the Hyena a third of her crew.

Her lungs felt as though they had been crushed between two large boulders. What air remained to breathe was filled with thick white smoke. She pressed herself to her feet unsteadily, like a drunkard. Laine had survived; many others had not. There was no time to dwell on it. Matters were devolving into chaos.

She made her way back to the starboard side of the Hyena, where it had taken a thrashing from the explosion. In the water below were dozens of corpses, including those of the Stygion who had come too close to the surface fight. The L’Imbattable had almost rolled over, so that her copper bottom was presented to the Hyena. In and amongst the great tangle of wreckage, rigging and sails in the water, vacants and those thralls who had not been instructed to swim, or hold their breath, or do anything at all, drowned, or were killed by Stygion – their blades, their blowpipes, their sharks’ teeth.

She wondered if the strange captain had been killed by the blast. Something told her that he had not. But in and amongst the debris and smoke, she had not a hope of finding out. Besides, theirs was one small part of a much larger battle. There were still twenty Sanquish ships moving through the Radial Straits. One, she saw, had deliberately grounded itself on the Pupil, and its sailors were jumping madly over the side and charging the fort there. Another was coming straight for the Hyena. A third had pulled aside the Épaulard, and it was clear that the latter had been completely overrun with vacants. She hoped with all her heart that Boucher had escaped.

She staggered over to Laine, where he lay coughing and spluttering, and dragged him to his feet.

“Time to go,” she said, hauling him to the side.

“No, blast you!” he shouted. “You go. I shall be the last off.”

“The captain of that ship had something.” She spoke haltingly, as sharp pain stabbed through her diaphragm and ribs. “Some sort of thaumaturgic weapon. There’s something about him… He needs to be stopped. I cannot do it alone. I am not a fighter.”

“I will not leave the Hyena to—”

“We are beyond this! You know what’s at stake, more than any other! This is a ship, for Nema’s sake! An assemblage of wood and rope! Give the order to your hands to make for the Pupil! You and I must go, now!”

He looked around his frigate forlornly. “Confound you,” he muttered to her. He called out across the deck, “Mr Parish, are you alive? Mr Mayer?”

“Mr Mayer is dead, Captain,” the little boy, Plesic, said, appearing through the smoke. “Mr Parish is wounded.”

“Fetch Parish and get the launch down, quick as you can. I need six strong hands. Everyone else is to return the ship to seaworthiness. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Plesic said breathlessly, and scurried off.

Laine grimaced. To the west, more Sovan and Casimiran ships were engaging. Renata watched as an entire ship’s worth of thralls dived overboard and piled onto a Royal Spear sitting astride his armoured blackfish. That the mind rot would be transmitted to the Stygion was very quickly feeling like a question of when, rather than if.

“Come on then, damn you,” Laine muttered to her, and together they made their way to the launch.
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Martyr Highway

“Dig, dig, dig! Dig up gold and diamonds, rubies and emeralds, coal and tin and iron! Dig up Hell if it’ll turn a profit!”

HILDA KARLENE, SOUTH SEAS TRADING COMPANY
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Summit of the Prefects

SOVA

It was a short but steep run to Glaser’s mansion, and Lyzander arrived in such a state of frantic, perspiring exertion that he was nearly set upon by Holly.

“Get down, you confounded animal!” Velimir shouted as the great golden-furred beast leapt up at Lyzander and nearly knocked him off his feet. “What is it? What’s the matter?”

“Yeomen in the streets. Von Oldenburg is at the Imperial Palace. It must be a coup.”

“Nema fuck and blast,” Velimir snapped, bringing a hand to his forehead. “We need to get out of the city.”

“They are going to come for the colonel,” Lyzander said.

“When?”

“Soon.”

“Prince of Hell. Come through,” Velimir said, and took Lyzander into the downstairs drawing room. It had become an unofficial second headquarters; here Glaser and Ozolinsh languished amidst stacks of medical and other supplies, whilst a nurse hovered in the corner, looking alarmed.

“What’s going on? What’s the commotion?” Glaser asked, and Lyzander told them everything he had seen and heard.

“Good gods,” the colonel muttered. “Have the Yeomen started shooting?”

“No. As far as I can tell they are just watching the mob by the Temple of Nema Victoria. They have no orders to open fire.”

“They will not be long in coming.”

“We must quit the city,” Ozolinsh groaned. She looked sallow and unwell.

“I need to speak with the Empress,” Lyzander said. “In the Imperial Corn Exchange. She left a message for me at Victorygate Prison, but I missed the rendezvous. I will try again at the same time tonight.”

“And Bosko is dead?” Glaser asked.

“There was a fire in his office. Burnt all the evidence I lifted from Magpie Alley, including the arrest warrants for Yelena and von Oldenburg.”

“Foul play?”

“How could it be anything else?!”

“So. We’ve been outmanoeuvred.”

They stood in silence for a moment. “But what is it he plans to do?” Velimir asked.

“He commands the loyalty of the Yeomen,” Lyzander said. “That’s everything we need to know for now. We must prepare to leave. Azura needs her medicines. Gather whatever you require for a long journey south. Our only hope now is the army.”

“The army that’s currently in the Interior, a thousand miles away?” Velimir muttered bitterly.

But Lyzander was already walking to the door. “Yes. Get to it. We should leave by dawn at the latest.”
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By nightfall there was still no news – and no firing. For much of Sova beyond the central precinct, life continued as normal.

He spent an agonising evening pacing the small, disused office in the Corn Exchange, promising himself he would leave before every hour was tolled, breaking the promise immediately after. At the ninth-and-a-half, he finally gave up – only to collide with a peasant making her way up the stairs.

No, not a peasant. The Empress in disguise.

“Oh, Joseph,” she breathed, pulling him into a close embrace. “I never thought for a moment you’d get my message.”

“What’s going on? Tell me you have not lost the city,” he said immediately, extricating himself from her arms.

Her expression soured. “I am told I have not; just the church. I am trapped. If I move, I will precipitate my own arrest. My authority was always such a brittle thing.” She took some time to explain to him what had come to pass with von Oldenburg the day before. Lyzander listened with incredulity.

“You mean to say he is not in prison right now?”

“Nema only knows where that man is.”

Lyzander rubbed his face with his right hand. “And so what is his plan? To… preach?”

“And to perform some sort of… mass industrialisation with these ghastly slaves. I know not,” the Empress said bitterly. “And there are so few people willing to resist him. The Senate is staffed with craven old men and women who seem interested only in keeping their seats. The commonfolk and the Common Council will stand against him, but the moment they assemble, I am certain Gold will shoot them en masse. Nema, but he is an execrable man. I would hang him before von Oldenburg if I had the opportunity.” She looked Lyzander in the eye suddenly as a thought struck her. “They will come for Colonel Glaser. He is the Legionary Prefect. You should get him out of the city. They will probably come for the task force as well.”

“We are all of us leaving this night.”

“Where will you go?”

“The Interior. We shall bring the army north. Retake the city.”

“I should not put all of your eggs in that basket,” the Empress growled. “I trusted Colonel Atanasov, and look where that got me.”

Lyzander sighed angrily. “Then we must hope that Renata can persuade the Casimirs to make common cause with us.”

Something about the Empress’ expression made him pause.

“What is it?”

“Nothing,” she muttered.

“Zelenka, what is it?”

Still she would not answer.

Lyzander approached her and took her face in his hands. “If something has happened, I need to know.”

She gripped his wrists tightly. “Let us run away together,” she whispered fiercely. “Leave Sova to these petty despots. Make a quiet life somewhere, you and I. Make love every day, like we used to. Have a clutch of children—”

“Nema!” Lyzander said, not unkindly, but still exasperated. “You know my heart belongs to Ms Rainer.”

The Empress’ expression curdled once again, as though he had just opened a jar of putrefied herring and wafted it under her nose. “Oh, she is dead, Joseph! You fool! She is dead! Along with the rest of Casimir!”

Lyzander took a step back. “What do you mean?” A sense of panic began to well up within him like oil through sand. “Zelenka? What are you talking about?”

He looked around him as though assassins were about to step out of the shadows. The Empress laughed then, a brittle sound bordering on derangement.

“What do you think I am going to do, kill you? I have just asked you to elope with me.”

“You are under tremendous strain—” Lyzander began uncertainly.

“Oh, shut your mouth,” she muttered. “Spare me your pity. If you will not give me your affection, give me your hatred. I would take that over your pity.”

“Why do you say Renata is dead?”

“Because it is almost certain she is. Atanasov turned traitor. Used von Oldenburg’s accursed magicks to cut a bloody swathe through Sanque. And now she will move down the coast to Iliyanabourg. Every person in that benighted city – the entire principality – will be a drooling automaton in a week. There is no escaping it.”

Lyzander felt his world closing in. “You know this? How? Why did you not tell me?”

“Bosko told me. And now he is dead. Killed by that bastard lunatic von Oldenburg.” She pressed both fists into her temples. “I am going mad myself trying to keep track of it all.”

Lyzander’s head was spinning. “And no one is doing anything about it? We are talking about a critical mass of thralls! The worst possible case!”

“What is there to do? We will fortify our eastern borders and let the Casimiran problem take care of itself.”

“Take care—!” Lyzander stopped and looked at her. Realisation dawned. “You knew,” he said, trembling with anger. “You knew. And you still let it happen. Even after everything we told you of the dangers of allowing the contagion to spread. Of the importance of making common cause with Casimir. You still let it happen.”

“Let? Let? I am but one person, Joseph! I have the ears and respect of barely half the Senate, let alone half the commonfolk. What is it you think I can achieve? I was ousted but a day ago. This way we might at least solve one issue. We cannot be at war with these bloody Easterners for ever. If a great chunk of humankind is about to perish anyway, let it be the Casimirs.”

“But… you formed the task force,” Lyzander said. “You believed us. Believed in the work we were doing.”

“Wake up, you dolt. I have seen more of you in the past two months than I have in the past two years. I have let my affections be known.” She grabbed his hand and pressed it into her groin. “Put a child in me,” she hissed. “Do it here, now. Let us create a dynasty. Give the miserable old cunts in the Senate what they want.”

Lyzander snatched his hand away as though the Empress were a hot stove. “But five minutes ago you wanted to leave Sova to rot. Now you would cement your position as Empress?”

“Nema Victoria and all the fucking saints, I don’t care. I don’t care! Let us just be together. In the palace, in the gutter, I care not. I will throw the crown on the midden heap if you wish it. Let von Oldenburg sit on the throne; I care not, I tell you, I care not.”

She moved to kiss him, and again he pulled back. She slapped him instead.

“Gods, you are insolent! This is a singular offer!”

“Zelenka,” Lyzander said as patiently as he could. “Think on it. Think on it a moment. Everyone wants matters to play out by their own design – von Oldenburg, Yelena, gods and demons alike. But the end result is identical in every case. If we do not solve the problem of the Great Silence, every human being from now until the end of time is going to have their soul consumed by the Vorr. It is not a church. It is not salvation. It is infinite deathly oblivion. We have to stop it. You have to help me stop it.”

The Empress gave him one last look of incredible venom, then turned. “I would have given myself to you,” she said. “Body and soul.”

“You had me once before, Highness. Body and soul. And you cast me aside.”

She thought a moment. “Maybe I shall have you shot.”

“If you ever cared for me, you will release me.”

“So you can run to your beau,” she spat. “The bones of her, more like. Good fucking riddance.”

“By Nema, you are spiteful.”

“The throne has made me so. I have had my fill of it.” She paused at the threshold. “You may do as you please. I will not detain you. But nor shall I help you, either. I am sorry I am not the person you thought me to be.”

“At least get out of Sova!” Lyzander called to her back, but she was already leaving.
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Lyzander ran through the city, heartbroken and mad with anger. Across the now empty grain traders’ fields, past Victorygate Prison, where the last of Bosko’s brains had been eaten off the street by rats, into a cab up the Aleksandra the Valiant Highway. It was near midnight, and yet the streets were still thronging.

He had made it past the Creus Road when the firing started. He was so used to hearing the sound of battle, both near and far, that it took a few moments for the enormity of what was happening to hit him. This was not a war zone; these were the streets of Sova – of the citizens of Sova.

“Fuck and blast!” he swore as he exited the cab and headed up the Summit of the Prefects at a dead run. The explosive boom of canister echoed from the Creus Road – and the screams of the mob. Packed tightly, unarmed, and with no means of answer, it would be a rout or a slaughter – and likely both.

“Joseph! Over here!”

He turned sharply. A hundred yards south of Glaser’s mansion was a four-horse stagecoach with tinted windows. Leaning out the door was Velimir. “Come quickly!”

Lyzander ran over to it and entered. Inside were Glaser, Ozolinsh and her nurse, Velimir and the dog.

“There’s shooting on the Creus Road,” Lyzander said breathlessly.

“Take us north up the Baden Highway!” Velimir called to the driver. “We shall have to take the long way round,” he said to the occupants, pulling the door closed. “What did the Empress say?”

“She has lost the city.”

“And von Oldenburg has found it,” Ozolinsh said.

“’Tis hopeless,” Lyzander said helplessly.

“Strength, Captain,” Glaser said. “Keep your head. We may yet prevail.”

“Soldiers on the Highway,” the driver called back to them. “Looks like Wolfgate is blocked.”

“What about Blood Street?” Lyzander shouted.

“Aye, can try it.”

“Nema, ’tis like being back in Port Talaka.”

Across the city, cannon boomed, muskets popped and people screamed – on both sides of the mortal plane. The coach ploughed past a group of black-coated Yeomen, who shouted at them to stop.

“Keep going! I’ll pay you a hundred goldmark if you get us out of the city!” Velimir shouted to the driver.

They clattered at speed down the cobbles of Blood Street. All around them, panicked commonfolk ran.

“Prince of Hell, Pike’s Bend is headed off ’n’ all,” the driver said.

“Then take us past the Guildhall!” Velimir replied.

“That will just put you back on the Baden Highway,” Glaser said.

“What choice do we have?!”

“Saint Slavka was clear a few hours ago,” Lyzander said. “If we go quickly.”

“Take the Martyr Highway!” Velimir shouted to the driver.

The driver swore. Muskets banged and flashed in the night. Something clipped the roof of the coach. Holly lay on the floor, whining. The nurse next to Ozolinsh screamed. Her tears glistened in the light of the street lamps.

“Flay those damn beasts, damn you, sir! We can replace them!” Glaser shouted.

The driver thrashed the horses with his whip. All of them in the coach suddenly lurched to the side as it made a breakneck turn over the junctions of the Baden Highway, Creus Road and Slavka the Martyr Highway. Lyzander watched as they sped past two nascent roadblocks and dozens of red-faced and swearing Yeomen. On the Creus Road, he watched a cannon blast atomise five Victorianists.

“Sweet Nema,” he breathed.

“We’re done for,” Velimir announced hopelessly.

“Shut up!” Glaser snapped. “We’ll make it!”

“Nema!” the driver shouted.

The horses wheeled hard to the right. Another roadblock flashed past them. Now they were crossing the Sauber, behind the Library of Sova. The Admiralty building was on fire; more Yeomen and citizen Conformists were storming the Imperial Office.

“What about the Veleurian Road?” Ozolinsh asked Lyzander.

“Might be all right further south,” he said uncertainly, gripping the seat as the coach lurched left and right.

It was not all right. In fact, as they zipped past Zobryv Gardens and Ayakashi House, he saw that it seemed to have a larger concentration of soldiers than the Creus Road.

“No good! Take us back!” he shouted, but the driver had lost control of the horses. He screamed as they burst onto the broad street and the foremost animal was brained by errant grapeshot. It dropped dead, ensnaring the others, so that all four animals piled up in a tangle of limbs and harnesses and the coach lurched to a dead halt. The driver was thrown clear and broke his neck on the street, and took half a minute to suffocate.

“Is everybody all right? Velimir?” Glaser called, hands out, feeling his way about the upholstery.

“We’re fine.” Velimir groaned, and then cried out as a musket ball punched through the window next to him, showering the interior with glass.

“Everybody out!” Lyzander shouted, kicking the door open. He hoisted Ozolinsh up over his shoulder and debarked the stagecoach, nearly knocked off his feet by Holly as she ran past him. The air outside was filled with the calamitous banging of musket and cannon, and swirled with smoke and screams. On the street, dozens of Sovans lay in red ruin, shattered by grapeshot. Hundreds of Yeomen were clearing every building north of the embassy district. The University of Sova crackled with orange fire. “Quickly, damn it!”

They drew more unwelcome attention. Musket balls punched into the stagecoach. Lyzander staggered across the road to the Honourable Fellowship of Barber Surgeons, an imposing brick and black-timbered building a stone’s throw from the Corps of Engineers. There he ducked into the alley to the south. “Quickly! Get about it, blast you! Quickly!”

Ozolinsh’s nurse, terrified, tried to head back past Ayakashi House and was shot down.

“Velimir, Colonel! Run, damn you both, run!” Lyzander roared.

“Get you gone, Captain! Head south!” Glaser shouted back. Next to him, Holly barked and growled madly, frothing at the mouth.

“Nema’s slit, look! It’s the Legionary Prefect!” one of the Yeomen shouted from further up the road. Lyzander watched in horrified dismay as dozens of soldiers, including a mounted officer and several members of the Imperial Horse Artillery, began to advance on Glaser.

“It’s Colonel Glaser! Bag him, quick!” another shouted.

“Fuck me, it’ll be promotions for this!”

“Goldy’s gonna have a fit!”

“Someone shoot that fucking dog.”

The officer atop his horse levelled his pistol at Holly and fired. The ball clipped her back left leg, and she screeched and yelped.

“You thrice-damned bastard!” Glaser thundered.

A second shot was fired at the dog, and she skittered off, bleeding and crying, into an alley.

Ozolinsh grabbed Lyzander’s arm as he made to put her down. “Don’t!” she gasped in his ear. “They’ll shoot you.”

“Velimir, for Nema’s sake run!” Lyzander shouted.

He did not. Lyzander watched him hold Glaser by the cheeks, pressing their foreheads together. He said something that Lyzander was too far away to hear, and then kissed his husband one final time.

“Get away,” one of the soldiers grunted, and with casual wantonness bayoneted Velimir in the gut.

Lyzander slapped his hand over Ozolinsh’s mouth to stop her screaming, and they watched, wide-eyed with impotent rage, as Velimir was stabbed again and again until he was still.

“No!” Ozolinsh shouted as Lyzander threw her back over his shoulder, a deep, guttural sound of anguished animal rage. “No!”

“Come on,” Lyzander growled, hustling her into the shadows.

Behind them, Glaser was taken away.
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They spent several hours inside the Barber Surgeons’ building. Here, confused, angry and frightened physicians did what they could to help Ozolinsh, but this was a fraternal society, not a hospital, and there was little they could provide beyond their expertise.

“We will need to get your quinolone from the engineering building,” Lyzander said quietly. “Then we can quit the city.”

Ozolinsh merely grunted. She was dazed and barely conscious, and on the advice of the barber surgeons allowed herself to be sedated.

They left at dawn, when the chaos had died down and an uneasy silence had fallen across Sova. They cut through the back streets around the Imperial College of Astral Observation, unwilling to risk the open green space of the Klaran Common – though it looked as though the Yeomen had not come this far west – and entered the engineering headquarters. Lyzander took Ozolinsh directly to the library and laid her gently in a reclining chair in one corner of the room. Then he bustled about the task force headquarters, gathering together everything that might prove useful – their notes and papers, books and scrolls, and the modest stash of quinolone and other medicines which they had kept here so that Ozolinsh did not have to be constantly returned to the Royal Naval Hospital. He stuffed them all into several bags, and then sat down at the table, exhaling into the leaden air. His heart ached for Velimir, for Glaser, for the nurse – what a senseless piece of violence that had been! – even for the bloody dog, which he had seen escape but which would surely perish.

And then he closed his eyes and thought of Renata, and wished he had not, because it crushed what little hope remained in his heart like a boot stamping on a face.

“What the hell do we do now?” he breathed, as the enormity of events finally settled on him.

“That,” Yelena said from the library entrance, “is an excellent question.”







XXXI

The Inheritors of the Earth

“If Ramayah the Progenitor is the Thrice Damned, the Murderer of Vangrid, foremost Lieutenant of Kasivar, his coming heralded by the death of grass and the flowing of blood, then his antithesis is Mater Natura. Mater Natura is the life-giver, the genesis of all that is green and good. Her song is the wind and her skin is the wildflower meadow, and her agent on the mortal plane is the Green Knight.”

THE REDACTA ARCANUM, CONFORMIST BIBLE
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The Vukovskoville Pass

PRINCIPALITY OF CASIMIR

Peter held his breath as the Sovan Army entered the forested pass just after dusk. The sky was cloudy overhead, but clearing a dozen miles east. A cool easterly carried the smell of damp and gunpowder and sweat and living death.

“Here we go,” Olwin said.

Peter peered at the army. It was clear that they were wary; he could tell from the way they marched in close order, with skirmishers on the flanks and the soldiers looking around constantly, that they were expecting some sort of ambush. It was a prime location, after all, close to the fortress town of Vukovskoville, with steep forested slopes rising above the only passable point in the mountains, and with known enemy armies abroad.

Yes, Atanasov was certainly expecting an attack. She just wasn’t expecting this one.

“Ready?” Peter whispered. The Spear of Vangrid felt hot in his wooden hands – so hot that he felt he was at risk of catching alight.

“Ready,” Olwin replied.

He looked around. In the darkness, he could not see a single one of the two thousand Kato, and for a horrible moment he worried that they had all absconded. But then something unexpected happened: the clouds parted, and the moon appeared in the sky.

A blood moon.

“Sangoluno,” Olwin breathed with fear and wonder.

Now Peter could see the Kato. Thousands of eyes, suffused with aethereal energy, glowing a dull red in the dead of night. It was as though they had been caught in the flash of musket fire. He had a strange vision of them then, lingering at the end of the apocalypse, untouched and untouchable, the only creatures left in an empty world.

“Ah!” he snapped as the Spear of Vangrid became red-hot, and he dropped it into the wet loam.

And then the forest was coming to life, and black shapes were running down the hill, and the Sovans began to scream, and fire, and run.

“Into them!” Peter cried for want of anything else to say, lumbering down the hill in their wake. Next to him Olwin moved as lithely as the catmen, her axe in hand, breath rasping. He would have given anything to feel the cold air in his lungs. Now they were infested with leafy growth.

The night filled with the blinding flash of igniting gunpowder, the thunderous roar of musketry and hastily loaded cannon, and the furious growls of Kato and the screams of mauled Sovans. A part of him wanted to join the melee and get himself killed. To just be done with it all. But he had nothing left to be killed. No functioning organs. No blood – or at least very little. His breath came out of habit, not need. His heart did not beat. A musket ball to his midriff would do nothing. Perhaps one to his brain would?

And what happened then? What happened if the grey matter of his brain was obliterated? His soul had long ago expired at the hands of the creatures he now led. But for Fate’s intervention, he would be one of them now. Moreover, there would be no Peter nor Olwin to lead them. He would be lingering in the Great Northern Barrier Range, existing for existence’s sake, his role in the great divine mummery missed, forgotten.

It was enough to drive him mad. How much of this was preordained? How many of the tiny events and decisions that made up the tapestry of his life, all of the choices he had made – and had been at the mercy of – had led him to this place, here and now? Where did this chain of coincidences begin? With his birth? With the birth of his mother? With the birth of her mother, and the mother of his ancestors stretching back a thousand generations?

If this truly was part of some scheme, plans millennia in the making, then surely whatever he did would not matter; he was simply being pulled along by the currents of time and space, his free will – if it could be so called – insignificant.

Perhaps his role had already been fulfilled.

“Petro!” Olwin screamed.

He looked up from his daze to see her pinned down by two soldiers, about to be bayoneted.

And all thoughts of suicide evaporated.

“No!” he roared, charging towards them. The men looked up to see this curious, lumbering figure – lumbering in every sense of the word – and froze in shock. A moment later, several Kato converged on them, as though directed by Peter’s thoughts alone, and ripped them to pieces.

“Are you all right?” Peter asked, collapsing next to her. Running was impossible; his limbs were rigid, and the roots growing at the bottom of his feet gripped the soil with the tenacity of a spider clinging to a wall.

“Jes,” she muttered. “Come!”

But he couldn’t. He couldn’t move. He watched helplessly as she stood, her axe in hand, and buried it in the throat of the next Sovan she came across. Behind her, men and women screamed as the Kato smashed into them and tore them to ribbons. Behind them, their cannoneers fired grape wildly through their own ranks in pure terror, decimating humans and catmen alike.

The Sovans, who in the worst case had been expecting a Casimiran ambush, began to flee wholesale. In and amongst the blinding flashing and calamitous banging of rifles and muskets and cannon, Peter could see them being pursued by the dark shapes of the Kato, living, lethal masses of shadow. They performed acts of incredible violence with absolute dispassion, turning to the task in the same way a tired farmer might drown a sack of puppies.

Olwin, try as she might, could not keep up with them, and her role in the battle was reduced to performing multiple coups de grâce, quickly and ruthlessly dispatching those who lingered. Wherever she went, the air filled with aethereal screaming as the Vorr tore into this fresh batch of souls like frenzied white sharks ripping into a whale carcass.

The Spear of Vangrid glowed incandescently as strange energies filled the air; and then there was a shift. Something changed, something intangible. Some quality to the aura and the noospheric network of minds and souls which defined the human experience shifted.

The Kato began to die in large numbers.

The thralls were fighting back.

Peter could only watch helplessly as the catmen fell. It was a bizarre sight. He had been at the Battle of the Ena Split, and watched what happened when two human forces clashed in the field. In spite of the discipline of both sides, there had been much shouting and taunting. The Red Coves had whooped and shrieked in a manner calculated to shock and frighten, whilst there had been the constant background of cannon and musketry, the screams of the wounded, the groans of the dying, the lamentations of friends and comrades.

Here the two forces fell on each other in terrifying silence.

The thralls could only prevail through weight of numbers. Through sheer bloody-mindedness – or rather, because they lacked minds altogether – they threw themselves repeatedly at the muscular bodies, the clawed hands, the sharp-toothed mouths of the catmen, punching, kicking, gouging with unnerving dispassion. They were ripped to pieces; but in the same way a man might be brought down by a thousand rats, so the Kato succumbed to the onslaught. They were outnumbered, after all, five to one.

Peter searched the battlefield, his eyes moving from figure to figure, trying to make some sense of the assemblage of Sovans. So many of the regulars had broken and fled into the surrounding forest, or back down the road. But about midway through the mass of thralls, he saw a couple of Sovan officers sitting atop a pair of donkeys, gesticulating madly.

Olwin was nowhere to be seen, lost somewhere in the melee. He prayed with every ounce of intangible matter that comprised thought and will that she was safe. She was one of the very few people in this chaos who was actually susceptible to vacancy.

He crawled across the cold, wet soil, gripping handfuls of it. Life-giving, nurturing soil. Where once he might have been indifferent to it, repulsed, even, by its claggy, filthy, insect-ridden wetness, now he found the petrichor to be sweet, heady elixir. It squelched between his remaining usable fingers in a profoundly pleasant sensation.

He pressed on, trying to ignore the temptation to bury himself in the earth. To allow the roots from his feet to latch onto it, snake into it and let the moisture of the world fill him like blood. It became a mania. He craved it like an opia addict. Why now? Why had this madness afflicted him now?

The thralls moved around him as if he were an island in a stream. One trampled him. Another impaled its foot on a stake-like protuberance that had grown out of his spine, and limped on, interested only in attacking the nearest catman. It was decapitated shortly after.

“Please let Olwin live,” Peter muttered under his breath. “Nema, if you are there, if you ever loved me, if I was ever anything to you, let her live.”

It became a mantra. He repeated it over and over again with each laborious handful of grass and soil, each time he dragged himself another few feet onwards.

Nema, if I was ever anything to you, let her live.

The battle was on a knife edge. Even the Kato, incapable of shock or surprise or perturbation – anything that might mark them out as thinking, rational beings – seemed agitated. Perhaps there was some residual conscience in there after all?

Nema, if I was ever anything to you, let her live.

He felt himself transforming in real time. He knew he would not outlast the night. When dawn’s light touched this part of Casimir, would he be like the tree-man in the north – or something else? Had the tree-man himself not told him that their paths diverged?

You are destined for something else. Some other purpose.

Nema, if I was ever anything to you, let her live.

On he dragged himself, through the melee. Still no sign of Olwin. Around him thralls were ripped apart with bloody ferocity, whilst Kato sagged under the weight of four, five, six thralls and were bludgeoned and stabbed to death. It was mediaeval. No, it was primaeval. This was not a clash of competence; this was a mass animal brawl.

Nema, if I was ever anything to you, let her live.

Fully two thirds of his body was dead weight. He was through the centre and out the other side. In the darkness and confusion, he was easy to mistake for just another wounded man. Now he could hear the orders being shouted, but they were largely repeated versions of the same thing: “Kill them.”

The Vangrid blade sang in his hand as though it had been fresh forged. He saw things, strange colours and shapes, as though the skin of his mortal eyes had been stripped away. He knew with absolute certainty that he was exactly where he was supposed to be. That he was approaching the nexus of a dozen streams in the temporal pathway. That once this bloody business was concluded, he could finally let go. Olwin would know. She would understand.

Nema, if I was ever anything to you, let her live.

A woman he recognised as a senior officer of the 1st Sovan Legion – a colonel – was watching with horrified anticipation, willing the battle to turn her way. Her attention was split between the thousands of her soldiers fleeing into the forested darkness and the clash of the two silent armies of arcane slaves.

Peter reached the legs of her mule unnoticed. He didn’t want to harm the beast, and so he stabbed the colonel in the ankle; and when she lurched down, her face a mask of absolute surprise, her bicorne tumbling off her head, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her to the ground.

The mule hee-hawed and trotted away, wanting nothing more than to be out of the dread aura of the Kato.

“What fresh hell is this?” the colonel asked as she took in Peter’s form, eyes wide with horror; and then he stuck the Spear of Vangrid into her heart, once, twice, three times, and she died.

Her death was the least interesting thing that happened in those few moments.

It seemed that when the Spear tasted blood, it reacted like gunpowder igniting. Peter had the sense of a great profusion of golden light, as though the sun had risen suddenly and unexpectedly. There was also a tremendous sense of focus, a tangible weight of attention, as if a great many eyes and brains across dimensions were suddenly attuned to him in that moment.

The thralls went mad. It seemed as though the invisible tether which had connected them to the source of their instruction – Atanasov – had been cut, turning them from thralls back to vacants. Driven by a singular impulse to pass on the mind rot, but unable to find anyone to convert, they ceased to function and simply stood in place.

They were massacred by the Kato.

Bathed in this sudden glut of magick, Peter’s lignification was accelerated to the point of completion. Every part of his body turned to wood. Roots detonated from his body and sank into the earth like thrown spears. Whatever remained of his human vitality evaporated.

A procession of wearyingly familiar visions filled his mind: a coal-skinned antlered giant standing in front of a gate; an achingly beautiful woman having her heart cut out; legions of demons assaulting the walls of the Golden City; the discovery of the Kato by the centuries-old Neman missionary. And through it all ran a single continuous thread, binding it together, weaving it through the tapestry of time and space, all of it preordained, every single thing that seemed utterly random in fact part of a predestined pathway that led to a distant conclusion:

Excision.

He dropped out of the world of conscious thought like a stone dropped into the ocean, and retreated to a liminal, arcane space, distant and untouchable by human minds.

Well, Father.

I am a long way from home.

His mortal body was enveloped in a magickal chrysalis, waiting for rebirth.
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Olwin, too, witnessed a change in the air. Something had happened, something big and supernatural, there was no question of it. All at once the air had suffused with a flickering golden light, gone as quickly as it had appeared. And then, as if a great, weary exhalation had gone up, and with it a sense of finality and relief, the thralls had stopped fighting and allowed themselves to be killed to a man.

She stood there breathing deeply, covered head to toe in blood. Her right hand and wrist were in agony where she had spent the better part of an hour hacking her way through blackcoats and thralls. She had been at pains to avoid the latter wherever possible, but she cut them off the Kato where they were overwhelmed, and dispatched the wounded as they crawled along the ground. Sometimes they did so dragging great streamers of exposed guts and sinews; sometimes they were multiple amputees where the catmen had dismembered them. But still they tried to fight per their orders. They were ghastly and horrifying and defied every law of nature that existed; but there was also something profoundly sad about them.

A silence descended over the battlefield. The blood moon filled the sky with an unnerving crimson glow. The Kato bathed in its unnatural light, their eyes glowing red, thralls in all but name.

In the distance, she watched the surviving Sovans flee into the countryside, utterly disinterested in their fate.

And then, her heart surged.

“Petro.”

She picked her way through the Kato. They stood around like cattle, filling the air with their breath, blood dripping from their fangs and claws. Slowly they began to coalesce into knots, trading unspoken thoughts. A few began to lick themselves clean. Some simply lay down, either out of sheer exhaustion or succumbing to their wounds.

She saw Peter from a long way off. He lay completely still, bracketed by the corpse of a Sovan officer and a bemused donkey.

She slowed to a walk, and began to sob. She did not want to approach and see what he had become; to stand next to him and confirm what had long been the inevitable conclusion of his sickness.

She did not want to, but she did.

He was almost unrecognisable, a wooden cadaver firmly anchored into the soil and rife with fresh growth. In his hand was the Spear of Vangrid, coated in blood.

She squatted down and laid a hand on him. But she was not transported to his world. There was no communion. He was gone for ever.

“Estu en paco, mia karulo,” she whispered, tears rolling down her face. She plucked a tiny branch off his arm, one with a couple of green leaves sprouting from it, and put it in a leather pouch at her waist. Then she pulled the Spear of Vangrid from his hand, and wrapped it in oilcloth, and put that in her satchel.

She stood and surveyed the ghastly scene. What would the locals make of this bizarre slaughter? Moreover, what would become of the Kato? The Casimirs would surely massacre them.

“Go home,” she shouted to them in Saxan, Peter’s language. She took out the Spear again, unwrapped it, and brandished it. “Go home!”

The Kato regarded her with apparent incomprehension. And then, like a herd of docile cows, they turned and obeyed, trudging off in the direction of the distant mountains.

Olwin put the Spear away. By her reckoning, she had six hours before dawn. She wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep. But she had to get away from this place.

With one last forlorn look at Peter, she turned to the west, and started to run.

Behind her, in the darkness, Peter’s body began to glow with subtle green light.







XXXII

The Divine Mummery

“In both domestic and foreign policy it is better to be considered wanton than foolish, cruel than weak, vengeful than forgiving, vindictive than gracious.”

AMBASSADOR RAFAEL HOOVER
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“Yelena,” Lyzander said with forced, uneasy brightness, as though she had returned from an unexpectedly lengthy trip to the market. “What are you doing here?”

“Pinching an artery,” she replied with disdain.

She wore a greatcoat in spite of the summer heat, and he noticed then that she held something in her left pocket. A pistol? A knife? Some sort of magickal weapon? He’d take his chances with both the former.

“Where have you been?” he continued, finding his voice. “We have so much to do.”

“Stick to the soldiering, Joseph. Leave the mummery to the mummers.”

Next to him, Ozolinsh stirred. “What do you want, Yelena?” she called tiredly from the chaise longue.

“Where are my papers?” Yelena asked stonily.

“What pa—”

“Don’t! Don’t do that.”

Lyzander’s eyes kept flicking to the woman’s pocket.

“No, Joseph,” Yelena said, as though she had read his thoughts. Now she produced the thing from her pocket. It was a brass orb, intricate in design, with ideograms cut or etched into its surface. She held it like a grenade.

“What is that?”

“Death.”

Lyzander gritted his teeth. “You know what’s at stake, Yelena. I have a feeling you know much better than I do.”

“That’s right,” she said. “I do know what is at stake.”

“The Prince of Blood—”

Yelena cocked her head, eyes glinting, the ghost of a smile playing across her lips. “So you did read my journal.”

“What I could. Much of it was insanity.”

“It would seem that way to you. Where is it?”

“Why don’t you ask your master, Count von Oldenburg?”

A spasm of irritation passed across her features. “You think I am doing his bidding, don’t you?”

“If you are not, you are doing a tremendous impression of someone who is,” Ozolinsh said.

Yelena snorted. She affected bitter indifference, but Lyzander could tell that the barb had struck true. “He believes the Vorr are gods. Primus inter deos.”

“You know they are not,” Lyzander said, part accusation, part question.

“They are not,” Yelena agreed. “They are instrumentum dei. A tool of the one true god – or rather, the one who will become the true god.”

“She’s completely fucking mad,” Ozolinsh said to Lyzander. She turned to Yelena. “You’re completely fucking mad.”

“No. No,” Yelena said with genuine frustration. She was sweating slightly, turning the orb over and over in her hand. “Listen. It was never about who was right or wrong. Who was holy and righteous, or evil. It is about strength, and power. In the afterlife, Ramayah is ascendant. He has yoked the Vorr and soon he will destroy the Golden City. The Vorr are a tool, do you see? A precursor. A weapon. Once they fulfil their purpose, they will be cast aside. It is Ramayah, the Prince of Blood, who will inherit the earth. And it is to him that we must direct our worship. He will reward the faithful when he achieves the mortal plane. I know this.” She brandished the orb at them. “And you will know it too.”

“Nema, wait!” Lyzander shouted, as Yelena walked directly over to Ozolinsh.

“Get the – fuck… off me!” Ozolinsh grunted as Yelena briefly tussled with her, before managing to press the orb onto her bare skin.

“No!” Lyzander shouted—

Nothing happened.

Yelena looked at the mechanism, and then back at Lyzander and Ozolinsh. None of them moved. None of them spoke. None of them breathed.

Then Ozolinsh turned to Lyzander. “It worked,” she said.

“What worked?” Yelena snapped, backing away until she had put the map table back between them.

“Obviously not that fucking thing.”

Yelena grunted with frustration as she looked down at the sphere, fussing over it like a piece of broken machinery. Lyzander realised that this was probably the last opportunity he was going to get to stop her; but the second his muscles tensed, she produced a pistol from her other pocket and pointed it at him.

“Don’t be stupid,” she snapped. She seemed to be grappling with all manner of emotions. Part of her seemed cold, aloof, disdainful. But behind her eyes, there was fear. Lyzander had the feeling that she was not fully in control of herself. “How did you do it? Tell me at once.”

“How did we do what?”

“You should not be able to withstand this.” She gestured with the orb. She sounded as though she were about to weep; but then a moment later she gave a brittle laugh.

“And yet here we are,” Lyzander murmured.

“You realise I am going to shoot you? And then I shall reload at my leisure, and shoot Azura.” She looked down, and snorted with disgust. “It’s not like she’s going anywhere.”

Lyzander’s hands bunched into fists. “If you—”

Yelena cocked the pistol. “I shall be sure to put the ball somewhere in her gut.”

“Joseph, just tell her,” Ozolinsh muttered, eyes closed. Her skin was wax-pale.

Lyzander looked between Ozolinsh and Yelena, rage yielding to fear. “She needs her quinolone,” he said. “Please, Yelena. None of this need happen.”

The woman looked at him as though he were completely insane. “I’m about to kill you both,” she said, letting off a trill of maniacal laughter like steam from a vent. “Now tell me.” She brandished the orb again. “Why did this not have any effect on you?”

“We warded ourselves,” Ozolinsh muttered when Lyzander still did not answer.

“How did you idiots manage that?”

“We read your books, didn’t we?”

“Simply by reading them you should not have been able to. These are complex thaumic equations. The incantations must be uttered precisely; the ideograms copied exactly. The skills are far beyond you—”

“We branded ourselves,” Lyzander said tiredly.

Yelena’s eyes widened in surprise. “Good gods… that thing actually worked?”

“Patently!”

“Well. You may have warded yourself against vacancy, but you have not warded yourself against a pistol ball.” She levelled the gun at Lyzander’s head.

“You had so much knowledge,” he said helplessly. “So much information you could have shared with us. We could have done so much more if you had not kept it for yourself. Turned traitor.”

Yelena’s expression curdled. “And what? Why should I have? Why should I have shared it with any of you?”

“Because we were trying to do the right thing.”

“The right thing! And just who is to say what is the right thing? You? Sova? This pestilent empire? You think you are good and virtuous simply because you are powerful. That because you have the means and will to impose your systems on others, they are naturally the right ones. The right system of belief, of trade, of government.”

“You spied for Sova for ten years!”

“No I didn’t!” Yelena screamed, brandishing the pistol. “No I did not! I did not spy for Sova! I have never worked for Sova! I do not want Sova to be ascendant any more than I want von Oldenburg to fail, any more than I want Conformism to succeed, any more than I want anything!”

Lyzander threw his hands up in exasperation. “Gods’ blood, Yelena, what the fuck do you want?”

“I want revenge,” she growled, the word impregnated with hatred as deep as the core of the earth. It was an absolutely bestial sound. “I want to destroy this vile empire and every putrid person in it.”

“Never mind the Empire! You are about to kill everybody in the world! You are about to condemn every soul to the infernal industry of Hell! And you think, what, that Ramayah will reward you? A demon of his notoriety, and power, and evil; a creature who in your own words is using the Vorr – using them! Like a tool! Creatures as nightmarish and powerful as that are naught to him but tools! – you think he will spare one single, solitary fucking thought, one heartbeat, one blink, for the idea of manoeuvring one petty mortal about the board to get the Eye of the Sea open? You are but chaff to him! We all are!”

Yelena said nothing. Lyzander could see the muscles of her jaw working. He pressed his advantage.

“He has fooled you, Yelena. Nema, I am no Victorianist, but I have read the Creed. I know it seems impossible to go toe-to-toe with one of the chieftains of Hell – but blood of gods, helping him is not the solution, no matter how you feel about Sova. You will die along with everyone else. Every Sovan, every Draedist, every Maneii and Toll, every pagan and Conformist and Victorianist, every mer-man and wolfman, everyone. This is all stuff! All of it just a sideshow! We’re like a dozen bald men arguing over a comb! In a house that’s on fire!”

To his – and to Ozolinsh’s – incredible surprise, Yelena actually lowered the pistol.

“He speaks to me,” she said. A tear trickled down her cheek. “He speaks to me in the dead of night. He promises me things. He… threatens me. What am I to do?”

“Let us help you,” Lyzander said gently. “Let us help each other. We still have time.” He took a step forward. “We need to stop von Oldenburg, and to prepare the city.”

Yelena looked as though she were about to lift the pistol again, but she did not. Instead she uncocked it. “It is all too late.”

“No,” Lyzander replied, taking another slow step forward. Then he took another, and another, until he was able to retrieve the pistol from her unresisting grip. “We can stop this.”

“No. You can’t.”

All three of them looked sharply over to the door. Standing there was a Southern Plainsman, with dark hair and a moustache, wearing riding clothes. He smelt of gunsmoke, and there was blood on his coat.

“Broz,” Yelena said, with the same affected brightness Lyzander had spoken with on her arrival.

“The count said I would find you here,” he said, producing his own pistol. “Give me the mechanism.”

“Broz, wait,” Yelena said, hands out in supplication. “I can explain.”

To everyone’s surprise – not least Yelena’s – he actually did.

“Go on then,” he said. Then he seemed to notice Lyzander and Ozolinsh for the first time. “Who the fuck are you two?”

“Who the fuck are you?” Ozolinsh shot back.

“This is Broz,” Tesařik said. “He’s a friend. Isn’t that right, Broz?”

Lyzander watched the man shift slightly. It already felt as though the moment for sudden and unexpected violence had passed.

Still, there was plenty of time for measured, expected violence.

“I’m no friend of yours, witch,” he growled.

He continued to delay. He had clearly not anticipated the presence of Lyzander and Ozolinsh. A brisk murder with a pistol ball had quickly become a tangled affair involving a likely brawl and potentially several deaths – including his own.

“What are you doing here?” Lyzander asked him.

“Taking back what is rightfully the count’s,” Broz replied, pointing the pistol at the mechanism in Yelena’s hand. “You know he never trusted you,” he added – this time to Yelena directly.

“I came here to kill them!” Yelena protested.

Broz made a show of looking Lyzander and Ozolinsh over. “Our definitions of ‘kill’ are different.”

“I swear it.”

“Do you know what I think?” Broz said.

“What do you think?” Lyzander said when no one answered.

“I think she came here to make common cause with you two.”

“I will give you the truth of it, if you care to listen,” Lyzander said. “You seem like a shrewd fellow.”

“I am a shrewd fellow.”

“Your master is mad.”

“If that is all you have to tell me, I should make your peace with Nema now,” Broz said, thumb on the hammer.

“Yelena came to kill us, but she has realised – not before time – the error of her ways.”

“That’s all it took, eh? Some honey from the mouth of a man about to die? Or perhaps she was never quite sure in the first place.”

Lyzander shook his head. “I understand loyalty. You are, what, von Oldenburg’s man? His agent?” Broz nodded once. “He pays you well. He protects you. He has given you power and authority. I understand all of that. But he’s changed. You’ve seen what he’s become. There is madness – a common enough trait in the aristocracy – and there is this insanity. And you know that. Which is why you haven’t pulled the trigger yet.”

“I may still.”

“What’s stopping you?”

“The piece you’re holding behind your back.”

Lyzander withdrew Yelena’s pistol slowly, and cocked it, though he kept it pointed at the floor.

“I’ve no quarrel with you,” Broz said. “Only her.”

“What if I told you that Ms Tesařik was extremely important to the preservation of the mortal plane?” Ozolinsh said. “That we need her and her knowledge.”

“Knowledge which she stole from the count,” Broz replied, though it seemed to Lyzander that he was softening. “What is the nature of your operation here, anyway?” he asked, looking about the library.

“We are trying to staunch your master’s designs before he gets everyone in Sova and beyond killed,” Lyzander said.

“Not having much luck, eh?”

“Aye, because everyone would rather make money out of the problem than solve it!” Lyzander erupted. “Burn the world to the ground for profit and damn the consequences! You are a fool, just like her, if you think you will escape unscathed simply by virtue of your association with him. He is a child playing with a bomb, and I do not plan to be standing next to him when it goes off.”

There was another long pause.

“Nema, have you people not been presented with a solitary opposing opinion until now?” Ozolinsh snapped, sensing, like Lyzander, that the man’s resolve was eroding fatally.

“Come on,” Lyzander pressed. “Your master’s days are numbered. He may succeed in the short term, but you know he cannot prevail in the end, not with all the world arrayed against him, as it shortly shall be. Help us instead.”

Broz scoffed. “I may be persuaded to stay my hand this morning,” he said. “But I shall not join you. I have my own prospects outside the count’s employ.” He turned back to Yelena. When he spoke, he kept his eyes on her. “Now I am here before you, it seems such a senseless thing.”

“At least lower your gun,” Ozolinsh said. “’Tis achieving nothing.”

“Aye,” Lyzander added. “If it discharges by accident, I shall have no choice but to shoot.”

Broz thought for the span of several heartbeats. Then he swore, and lowered the pistol.

“Prince of Hell, who are you two?” he asked.

“Two sane people in a city of madmen,” Ozolinsh muttered.

“City of madmen is right,” Broz replied.

“We are trying to preserve the mortal plane,” Lyzander said. “Your master has meddled with dark forces he cannot control. He will destroy the world.”

Broz thought for a long time. “I truly do not think he means to,” he said eventually. “I am more worried that he will achieve it by accident.”

But Lyzander was not paying attention. Astonishingly, a third figure now appeared in the entranceway of the old library, pistol in hand.

“I thought I might find you here,” the man said.

“Who the hell are you?” Broz asked the newcomer, turning to follow Lyzander’s gaze.

“Alistair,” Lyzander sighed heavily.

“I told you I would have my satisfaction,” he said, raising his pistol.

“Oh, for Nema’s sake,” Ozolinsh murmured.

“Who the hell is that?” Broz repeated.

Everyone ignored him. “Alistair, this is not the time,” Lyzander said.

“Looks to me to be the perfect time,” he replied, in the grip of a jealous rage. “Both of us armed. The city in turmoil. What’s one more death? Especially of someone so valueless.”

“For Nema’s sake, she’s gone, Alistair,” Lyzander said, exasperated.

“What?” Alistair and Ozolinsh asked at the same time.

“She’s gone,” Lyzander said again.

“I know she’s gone; she went to Casimir,” Alistair replied, now on uncertain ground.

“I don’t mean that.” Even as he said it, he felt a great weight settle on him.

“What do you mean?”

“Must you make me say it out loud?! She and everyone else in that country will soon be dead! They are riding into the jaws of a giant trap! The nation is lost to thralls! Iliyanabourg will be sacked in a matter of days and there is nothing anyone can do to stop it!”

“You did not tell me!” Ozolinsh said, anguish in her voice.

“I only found out last night,” Lyzander said bitterly.

Alistair re-aimed the pistol at Lyzander, his grip tightening. “This is your doing,” he hissed.

Lyzander could only shake his head helplessly. “Don’t be absurd—”

“If she had not fallen in with you people, she would still be here!” He cocked the pistol. Everyone groaned in dismay.

It was Broz who made the first move, lunging to smack the pistol out of Alistair’s grip. Alistair twisted suddenly and awkwardly. He growled his fury and fired – and missed – and Lyzander fired back, scoring a hit. Alistair’s eyes widened in shock. He held both arms out, dropping the pistol, and collapsed backwards onto the ground. There, the extent of the injury was revealed; the ball had gone directly through his left lung. Hands trembling, face blanched, he tried to draw breath several times, like a beached fish, before expiring.

There was a brief, aethereal scream, and then silence seized the chamber.

“Damned fool,” Broz muttered.

They all turned sharply as a choking, sucking sound came from the other side of the room.

“Oh, hellfire,” Lyzander muttered, moving quickly across the floor. “Help me!” he snapped to Broz.

But the man simply shook his head. “She is done for,” he said, pointing his chin at Yelena, who lay on the floor with a hole in her midriff where Alistair’s ball had hit her. “Liver shot.”

“Nema, you are a cold man!”

Broz merely shrugged. “Keeps me alive, boy.”

“You said you would help us!”

“I did not. And now she is killed. Almost as though it were preordained. There’s something to chew on, eh?”

“Damn you, man, wait!”

“I’ll not. But here; here is a piece of help I shall give you.” He stamped several times on the mechanism, crushing it beyond all use. “This was just the prototype, yes? The count still has the mechanism with the Blood Stone.”

“You’re… He… Von Oldenburg has the Blood Stone?” Lyzander asked breathlessly. His mind returned to Port Gero months before, where the ruby had been thrown from Renata’s hand over the side of the fort. All manner of scenarios had played through his mind since then, though he had privately thought – hoped – that the thing had simply tumbled into the sea and been lost there.

Not this catastrophe.

“What… How… How in the… Who the fuck gave it to him?!”

Broz, a flint-eyed man, looked briefly, jarringly uncomfortable. But he offered nothing further; simply, “Best of luck to you both.”

And then he left.

Lyzander’s mind was racing as he pushed Yelena’s hands aside where she was instinctively trying to contain her life’s essence. But for all Broz was a callous man, he was no fool. She was indeed done for.

“I cannot live,” she whispered.

“Be still,” Lyzander said, his thoughts being pulled in different directions.

Yelena had been a formidable woman for the time he had known her, capable, driven – and ultimately a vicious, ruthless and duplicitous individual. That she had been subject to the influence of some malign patron was beyond question; to what extent she had courted that influence remained – and would for ever remain – unclear.

“Tell me what I need to know,” he said frantically. “Is there anything you can tell us? Anything that will help?!”

He was a soldier, and had fought for years in the vicious internecine wars of the Kasar Kyarai. He had witnessed the deaths of a tremendous number of people, both enemies and comrades. It was a rare person indeed who was able to face the end with dignity, and Yelena was not one of them.

“I don’t want to be eaten,” she babbled. “I don’t want be eaten!”

Lyzander had no idea what to say to that. “Pray to Nema,” he urged after a few moments. “Pray to Nema. Renounce the Prince of Blood. Deny him!”

But all Yelena said was, “I regret all of it.”

They were her last words. A moment later, she slipped into unconsciousness; and a moment after that, she was still.

Lyzander stood, and turned to Ozolinsh, who sat immobile in her chair in the far corner of the room.

“Is she—” she began, but then a great scream of pure animal terror cut through the aether around them.

“Yes.”

They remained in silence for a little while. The air in the old library was leaden, the engineering headquarters quiet and unoccupied. Morning sunlight streamed through the high windows encircling the top of the chamber. Outside, Sova held its breath ahead of another day under the tyranny of von Oldenburg’s faith. Lyzander was filled with a deep-rooted sense of urgency, a sense of being a tiny mote carried on hurricane-force winds of change.

“We need to go,” he said eventually.

“Where?” Ozolinsh asked helplessly. She had deflated again, no longer sustained by the terror and excitement of the past quarter-hour.

“I don’t know,” Lyzander said. They had not yet begun, and already he was exhausted and hopeless. “The Stygion, perhaps. Make plans with—”

Ozolinsh shrieked.

“Fucking hell!” he snapped. “You nearly gave me a heart—Blessed Nema.”

Yelena was standing up behind him. Her face was ashen, her features drooping, her lips blue and her skin grey. She was most assuredly dead; and yet there she stood.

“What in the name of—”

WE MEET AGAIN, said a voice in his head.

“You…” Lyzander breathed.

YES, the Knackerman replied, and smashed Lyzander off his feet. He sailed through the air and smacked his head on the floor, and dropped from the conscious world like a stone from a tower.

ME.
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Enemies of the State of Hell

“The pageantry of state can legitimise a breathtaking array of humanitarian crimes, and the prudent diplomat keeps a weather eye on its deployment. The question is not what the spectacle is celebrating; but rather, what it is concealing.”
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It was not enough that von Oldenburg be made Ecclesiarch – such could be achieved by the stroke of a pen. This was Sova. Nobody was invested with any kind of power without pomp and pageantry.

Even as commonfolk were being blasted to bits in the streets, bills were hurriedly drawn up, rammed through emergency Senate sessions, and passed into law with Imperial assent – changing the course of the Empire and its religious institutions if not for ever then for the foreseeable future.

Now, four days after Gold had claimed the streets, and Colonel Glaser had been taken into custody, preparations were being laid for the ceremony.

“Isn’t killing the Archpatria enough of a message?” von Oldenburg grumbled as he was measured for a new outfit. Much to his displeasure, it was not possible to simply be the Ecclesiarch. With the policy of Subordination putting the Neman Church at his feet, he had to look the part, too.

“No,” Gold snapped. These days the man barely concealed his regret at yoking himself to von Oldenburg. Matters had slipped so far beyond his grasp they were on a different continent, and he clearly took no pleasure in being named the Legionary Prefect, in spite of it being one of the most powerful positions in government. Likely it was something to do with the fact that the commonfolk despised him, forever putting beyond reach the only thing he really craved: adoration. Men such as Gold were vain and insecure at their core, and now he had to content himself with the attention of a motley assemblage of lunatics and zealots. No amount of power and fame could compensate for that.

Von Oldenburg chuckled good-naturedly, but only because he knew he was going to have Gold murdered – for the same reason the commonfolk hated him. The man had slain far too many people in the streets, and von Oldenburg was earning their hatred by association. Gold had served his purpose. It was time to cut him loose.

“I’m not wearing a hat,” he said eventually.

“It’s called a mitre.”

“I don’t give a goldmark bit what it’s called. It shall not touch my head.”

“Would you prefer a crown, my Lord Ecclesiarch?”

Von Oldenburg turned in the direction of the new voice. It was Hudák, the archpatria of the new church, the Ecclesia Transmutatae Salvationis. They’d all quickly agreed that “ETS” was an acceptable shorthand.

“I would prefer for this business to be done with,” von Oldenburg muttered angrily, wanting more than anything for it all to be over. “You of all people should know how much we have to do.”

“Actually, my lord, the legislative wheels have been rather well greased. The practice of Conformism is no longer proscribed, as of this morning.”

“It’s a miracle,” von Oldenburg said dourly, as fine ermine-trimmed satin robes were draped across his shoulders. “We should post several thousand armed men outside the Senate House year-round. Think of the legislative agenda we could rattle through.”

“Speaking of miracles,” Hudák continued, “it seems as though the Principality of Casimir is currently being… blessed by the devouring gods.”

Von Oldenburg swatted the hands of the tailor away. “Leave us,” he said, and the man backed out. “Tell me of the situation in the east.”

“Just that, my lord. It seems the contagion has overtaken the Great Enemy. Iliyanabourg shall be devastated within the week, and an army of thralls is moving west through what remains of Casimiran territory and across the sea to the Iris Isles. The Prince Bishopric of Sanque is reportedly desolate.”

“Colonel Atanasov has prevailed,” von Oldenburg said.

“It seems she will very shortly, my lord.”

Von Oldenburg stood in silence for a long minute, reflecting on the enormity of the news. It was all well and good theorising and preparing, orating and proselytising. But when the reality of matters bit, it bit hard. These were not trifles. They were discussing the deaths of millions.

It is not too late, a voice said in the back of his mind. It is not too late to end this.

But no. These matters – as great matters of state were wont to – had taken on a life of their own. There was no stopping them now.

His hand closed around the mechanism in his pocket.

“That’s the problem,” he said, picking up the thread of a conversation that had never existed. “We are hidebound. Literally. We are shackled to our mortal ways of thinking. Every person dies eventually. It is all simply a matter of time. A matter of when. We should not be frightened by the prospect. I have said time and again that our concerns, both personally and within the organs of state, are spiritual salvation. Now more than ever we must accelerate our plans. We need a…” he waved his hands above his head, as though mimicking an exploding powder magazine, “tangible aura of worship. We need to get everyone thinking about this, praying about this, attending temple, following the new liturgy. That is the key. Creating spiritual matter which the Vorr can feel.”

“Yes, my lord.”

“By empowering the vorantaj dioj, we ensure our safety as a spiritual race,” he said, but the words lacked weight. For some reason, now, more than at any other time, he felt curiously lucid. The buzzing in his head, the background chorus of screaming, had died away to silence. It was as if his insanity was parasitic and imposed, an inorganic thing lodged in his brain like a spent musket ball.

He did not like it. He did not like the truths this lucidity revealed. The crimes he had committed. The bridges he had burnt.

It is not too late to end this.

“But it is,” he moaned suddenly.

“What was that, my lord?”

“Stop calling me that,” he snapped. He unstoppered a bottle of tonic and saw off the whole thing. Reassuring insanity returned.

“Where in the damned fucking hell is Yelena? And Broz?” he roared suddenly.

“We are looking for them, my lord.”

“It’s been four fucking days!” von Oldenburg screamed. “Find them!”
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The rattle and snap of drums echoed down the Creus Road as he was transported in a palanquin the following day to the Temple of Nema Victoria – now simply the Temple of Nema, as it had once been. Ahead of him, an auspicious number of garlanded deer were shepherded ahead of the Ordinariate Salvationis, the name for those clergy in the city who had renounced the cult of Nema Victoria. Soon, inquisitors would be dispatched into the countryside, escorted by soldiers, to ensure the reordination of the Empire’s many thousands of Victorian patrias and matrias, and to proselytise about the ETS and its special place at the centre of the new Imperial Conformist church. It was an enormous undertaking, which, if the vicious internecine war in the Kyarai was anything to go by, would lead to tremendous bloodshed.

“Speaking of which,” he said, “how is the mechanical blood press coming along?”

But the only other person in the palanquin was the burnt man, and he did not reply.

They came to a stop, the doors opened, and his boots found a soft carpet which had been rolled out leading to the doors of the temple. The sound of many thousands of weeping, ecstatic Conformists hit him in a tsunami of religious ecstasy. It had the effect of buoying him tremendously. Could so many people be wrong? After all, Victorianism was barely two centuries old. All he was actually doing was restoring matters. Really they should have called this era the Restoration, though the term had already been used to describe the installation of Zelenka Haugenate on the Imperial throne.

Of course, the members of this carefully curated mob of people cheering at bayonet point did not quite yet appreciate that the kernel of their new church was the worship of horrifying interdimensional devourers, but that was a matter to be addressed later.

Not too much later, though.

He walked through the great dripping maw of the temple’s entrance, practically feeling enormous sticky ropes of saliva splattering down on the flagstones around him. Inside, the air was hot and wet and rank with the smell of masticated souls.

“Here we go,” he muttered to himself, losing all sense of place and company. The floor, an enormous tongue, was springy underneath his feet, and he stumbled a few times, his foot disappearing into a great wet ulcer or catching on a swollen taste bud. The burnt man shifted and changed; now he was Cardinal Tchida, naked, his jaw hanging loosely around the hollow where his clavicles met. He greeted von Oldenburg warmly.

“My Lord Ecclesiarch,” he said, blood and saliva flowing freely from the base of his raggedly severed cheeks. “Welcome.”

“A fine day for it,” von Oldenburg said, chuckling.

“That it is. Mind the incisors there.”

Von Oldenburg stepped over the lower incisors of the entranceway. “This way, is it?”

“Yes. Just a question of placing the mitre on your head, and the matter is done with.”

He bristled. “The fancy fucking hat.”

Tchida shrugged, causing his jaw to detach entirely and clatter to the floor tiles. “These things are important,” he said, his voice flowing free and smooth in spite of the loss of half his face.

They walked on together, up the aisle, pausing at the transept. Here, where von Oldenburg had once thought there to be an enormous marble statue of Nema, was a great throbbing uvula. Beyond, a deep black oesophageal void beckoned.

“Are They pleased, do you think?” he murmured, transfixed by the profound blackness of that infinite tunnel.

“Oh, He is pleased,” Tchida said, clapping him on the shoulder. “You are doing fine work.”

Von Oldenburg frowned. “He?”

Tchida nodded. His tongue, which had briefly flapped down the back of his throat, blocking his trachea and suffocating him, now lolled loose. His face resembled some sort of skeletal mosquito.

“We must not say His name,” he said, a solid, immovable coda to that part of the conversation.

“Oh, yes. Of course. Now I remember,” von Oldenburg chuckled. He thought for a moment. “What should I do next?”

“You already know,” Tchida said. He too gazed into the abyssal throat. It was difficult to read his expression given his incredible disfigurement, but von Oldenburg could sense wonderment there.

“The Eye calls to the Eye,” von Oldenburg said.

“Do not shy away from what must be done. Yours is a higher purpose.”

“That’s what I thought. But I have been having… doubts recently. Strong doubts.”

Tchida shook his head good-naturedly. Something, some long-knitted scar tissue, ruptured, and blood began to flow freely from the wound in his neck.

The Eye calls to the Eye.

“No. You are on the right path. A little while longer, and you shall be there.”

Von Oldenburg took in a deep breath, resolved. “I will obtain the blood.”

“Good. It is the key,” Tchida said encouragingly.

“The Rakk will know what to do?”

“They will. You must amplify the thaumaturgic signal. Use the Truth-Taker.”

“So that’s what it’s called,” von Oldenburg mused, thinking about the inverted pyramid of obsidian in the dungeon under the Imperial Palace.

“Yes. It will vastly amplify the psychic beacon. The Rakk will transport you. Trust in Him, as they do.”

Von Oldenburg nodded. “I have been thinking about tangible forms of worship. Getting lost in the doctrine. In rewriting the liturgy. But that is the ultimate worship, is it not? Absolute submission.”

“Absolute submission. Exactly. Exactly, my lord Ecclesiarch.”

Von Oldenburg nodded again, pleased and satisfied. Then he paused. He squinted. There was something at the end of the oesophageal tunnel. Something glimmering, shining. Something gold and white.

Not a void, after all. A gateway?

THERE IS STILL TIME TO STOP THIS! someone cried out to him.

“What is that?” he murmured.

Tchida growled angrily. “’Tis nothing! Heed not the voice of false prophets. Be about your holy business.”

Von Oldenburg opened his mouth to respond, but felt something envelop his head. He cried out, thinking it to be some sort of demonic parasite. Around him, shocked gasps filled the temple.

“Is… something the matter, my lord?” Hudák asked him discreetly.

“Where am I?” von Oldenburg asked, breathing deeply. His heart thrummed in his chest.

Hudák cleared his throat. Discomfort radiated off him like heat from a fire. When he spoke, it was very quietly, directly in von Oldenburg’s ear.

“My lord, is this about the mitre? It really is just a hat.”

Of course. The fucking mitre. His hand reached up gingerly to find it there, attached to the crown of his head like the scolex of a tapeworm.

He laughed awkwardly, then made a great, hammy show of gesturing to the hat. The assembled dignitaries, amongst whom was the Empress herself, laughed along nervously.

“Just gave me a start, is all!” he said, and the laughter increased in volume and intensity.

IT IS NOT TOO LATE! came the transdimensional echo one final time.

But it was. The Eye called to the Eye, and it was all he could do to answer.

“Yelena,” he whispered, fighting back tears.

It truly was too late.
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Days passed – three, four, five? – and with their passage came a constant stream of ill-tidings. The picture in the east was growing more defined, and more bleak.

“The latest reports, my lord, suggest that whilst Iliyanabourg has been destroyed, the vacants have struggled to make their way west over the Monts de la Garde. They are having to divert north. It will add many days to their journey. Perhaps weeks,” a woman – some functionary – said.

“Hm? Yes?” von Oldenburg mumbled. His head was full of nightmares, and no amount of brandy and tonic could dislodge them.

“Should I go on, my lord?”

Where was he? He looked around – but of course, he was in the Privy Council chambers.

“Yes. Yes, go on. Wait!”

“My lord?”

He squinted into the gloom. There was no sign of the burnt man. “Is there anybody else in here?”

“No, my lord. Not at the moment. You… asked for the room to be cleared.”

“So I did,” von Oldenburg said. “Please do go on with your report.”

“Yes, my lord. As I was saying, our spies in Casimir are reporting that the…” She cleared her throat. “Thralls?”

Von Oldenburg had to remind himself that a very large number of people, even within the highest echelons of government, had no real idea of what was happening across the dimensions.

“Yes. Thralls. Vacants. People who have had their soul’s essence devoured.”

There was another long pause. “Is this something to do with the new church, my lord?”

He smiled then. “Something like that, yes.”

“The reports are that the force under Colonel Atanasov attempted to penetrate the mountains, but failed and has had to turn back.”

“Folly,” von Oldenburg muttered to himself.

“My lord?”

But he waved her off. “It is not for you to concern yourself with.” He paused. “Or is it? Who are you again?”

“I am the private secretary to Baroness Minkov, my lord.”

“Yes. Quite right. In that case, it truly is not for you to concern yourself with.”

“My lord.”

“Was there anything else?”

“There was one more thing. It was not addressed to your lordship directly, but given your ongoing involvement in foreign affairs and the continued absence of the Foreign Secretary—”

“Death of.”

“My lord?”

“The death of the Foreign Secretary. Kaspar von Brandt is most assuredly killed.”

“I was not aware that he—”

“Trust me.”

There was a rustle of paper as the woman consulted whatever documents she held. “The temporary government of Casimir is suing for peace.”

Von Oldenburg snorted; then he chuckled; then he surrendered fully to a deep, rumbling belly laugh.

“Are they now?” he asked through a broad grin. “Are they indeed?”

“They are willing to surrender, my lord. Unconditionally.”

“Splendid. Accept it.”

Another silence as the private secretary to Baroness Minkov grappled with this task she was not qualified to undertake, issued by a man who was not qualified to give it.

“My lord, should the Empress not—”

“Be about it!” von Oldenburg thundered, and was obliged by the sound of retreating footsteps and a slamming door.

“Very wise, my lord. A very sensible decision,” Cardinal Tchida said.

“Yes, I think so,” von Oldenburg replied. Then picked up a bell which had been placed on the small side table next to him and rang it vigorously.

“My lord?” someone else asked, moving discreetly through a side door.

“The House of Casimir is no more. We have won the war. They have surrendered and I have accepted it.”

“Y-yes, my lord. My apologies, lord – I had not been made aware of any of these matters.”

“And why should you have been? Who the fuck are you?”

“A fair point and well made, my lord.”

“Shut up, you dolt. Get me representatives from the Imperial Bank, Koenig and Keller, the South Seas Trading Company…” he thought a moment, “the Jade Sea Exchange, and some sort of legation from the commodities desk in the Stocks Market. An obscene amount of money is about to be made, and I want to make certain I and the Exchequer takes its due.”

“Uh… yes, my lord.”

“And have preparations made for a celebration in the capital.”

“Yes, my lord. At once.”

Von Oldenburg waited until the door was closed. Then he slumped back in his chair, wanting nothing more than to slip into blissful oblivion.

There is still time to stop this!

“Soon we shall have much to celebrate,” he said to the empty room.

Somewhere in the back of the chamber, he heard the trickling of blood.
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“My lord, still no sign of Ms Tesařik, but we believe something may have happened in the engineering headquarters.”

“Oh?”

They were clattering through the Creus Tunnel, which ran under the canal from Shank’s Harbour and down to the south naval yards. Several men – loyal men from the Yeomanry who had been forewarned of von Oldenburg’s “proclivities” – rode on horses taken from the Imperial Horse Artillery either side of the coach.

“We revisited the site yesterday morning and discovered signs of violence; a dead man and a catatonic one, a catatonic woman, as well as several discharged pistols, some destroyed arcane materials, and bloodstains on the carpets.”

“Who is the woman?” he demanded, his heart surging.

“The woman is one of the Engineers. It was not Yelena Tesařik.”

Von Oldenburg endured a great paroxysm of grief and rage. “The dead man?”

“We do not know. A private citizen. The catatonic man we believe is one Captain Joseph Lyzander from the 190th West Kovans. They have both been taken to the Royal Naval Hospital in case they regain consciousness and are able to shed some light on the situation.”

“What was the destroyed arcane material?”

The man shuffled through his notes. “A crushed spherical metal device of some kind.”

Von Oldenburg’s brain clouded further with fury. “I see,” he said. He wondered briefly if he would be able to resist the impulse to kill, but the next thing he knew, his pistol was smoking in his hand, and the man in front of him had been shot in the heart, and von Oldenburg was smearing the man’s blood all over his face, tasting it and drinking it and remarking on its quality to the burnt man, who sat impassively next to him in the back of the coach and had no opinion to offer on any aspect of the matter at all.

[image: ]
“You assured me the city would remain stable,” Sir Joachim Voight said as von Oldenburg debarked the coach. “Good gods, man, what happened to your face?”

“Nosebleed,” von Oldenburg muttered. “The city is stable. Zelenka Haugenate remains on the throne. The Senate is intact. Our legislative agenda has focused entirely on the new church.”

“Your legislative agenda!” Voight snapped. “Are you fucking serious? How many did the Yeomanry put down in the last week?”

Killhimcuthisfuckingthroatanddrinkhisblood –

“Who cares?” von Oldenburg said, and, to Voight’s alarm, slapped himself on the side of the head. “Casimir is fallen. Her riches are ours for the taking. Never before in Sova’s history have such spoils been available simply to collect.”

“Oh. I… was not informed of this,” Voight said, visibly attempting to recalibrate his brain from furious affront to affable supplication. “I would of course be very interested in—”

“Yes, yes. Later. Show me the press.”

“Yes, of course. Right this way.”

Voight led him through the westernmost precinct of Sova, down narrow roads choked with thick black chimney smoke and filled with the sound of hissing steam and the pounding of metal against metal. Von Oldenburg could remember less than ten years ago when this place had been several square miles of nothing at all. Now, funded by cheap loans, cheap land and colonial capital, the Empire’s industrialists had filled it with manufactories and warehouses and an army of miserable, underpaid workers.

He was taken into a manufactory that looked like any other, through a sequence of unlit shop floors filled with strange-looking machinery. Eventually he was shown into a broad chamber of undressed concrete and high, soot-stained windows. In the centre of it was exactly what he had asked for – indeed, dreamt about.

“How does it work?” he asked in boyish wonder, running a hand over it.

“Well. This is a steam-powered pump,” Voight said, gesturing to a large black cylindrical chamber from which sprouted several pipes. “You see, water does not compress very well, which allows us to…”

Von Oldenburg stopped listening almost immediately. His head was filled with an oppressive droning buzz as his hands traced the broad plate where a person would lie and be crushed. At the bottom were channels and drains to allow the blood to flow down into a large container underneath. He noted with deep satisfaction that the container was wheeled and set upon a track, so that it could be easily transported to a waiting team of horses outside. From there the fresh blood could be taken directly to the Imperial Palace.

“Show me how it works,” he murmured. He was struggling to control his breathing. His cock stiffened and bulged against his breeches.

Voight paused. He cleared his throat. “Well, my lord, it takes a small team—”

“Show me how it works. Now.”

“Yes, my lord. And then we can discuss the contracts for the Casimiran enterprise—”

“Whatever you want. Just show me it working.”
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It took an hour to get the thing running. For the whole time, von Oldenburg sat wedged in the corner of the manufactory. He managed to resist the urge to tear his clothes off and pleasure himself, but that was about the only thing he managed. He suffered from repeated, overwhelming impulses to commit suicide, interspersed with fits of uncontrollable laughter, and a constant, vile migraine. Every time he blinked, he felt as though he could see the Rakk in the workshop, their enormous, disgusting lobster-like protuberances clattering against the concrete. Several times the mechanism became so hot he had to place it on the ground next to him; but such was the level of discomfort in being even a few feet apart from it that he quickly repaired it to his pocket, where it began to broil his flesh.

The workshop slowly filled with steam as the press clanked and ground and wheeled and spun and turned and hissed into life. Sir Joachim spoke to him constantly about what was happening at each stage of its activation, but von Oldenburg could only laugh. At one point, he laughed so hard he vomited black ectoplasm down himself.

“Is something funny, my lord?” Voight asked eventually, affecting not to have noticed the arcane expectorate. The man was finally losing patience with von Oldenburg – or rather, the wit and will to conceal how much he hated him.

“Do you have a chisel and hammer?” von Oldenburg asked.

“I – er… I’m sure they can be turned up.”

“Right now.”

The tools were duly fetched and handed to von Oldenburg, who took them and approached the mechanical press. Still chuckling and occasionally burping up black bile, he reached the big steam boiler and rested the chisel against it, as though he meant to pierce it.

“Are you insane?!” Voight shouted. “It will explode!”

“Restrain him,” von Oldenburg muttered to his life guard of Yeomen, who did so.

Voight continued to rant and rave, but von Oldenburg ignored him as he began to carefully tap the chisel into the boiler. After fifteen minutes, he finished the ideogram, which glowed with searing pink light. He laughed as he admired his handiwork, though everybody else in the workshop was wincing and covering their ears.

“What? What’s the matter?” he snapped.

“What is that infernal screaming, milord?” one of the workers asked.

Von Oldenburg cocked his head, but he could not hear anything – or rather, anything out of the ordinary. He realised then that he had become utterly inured to the sound of constant screaming – a literally unending, eternal, relentless chorus of insane agony.

“Oh, you get used to that,” he muttered. He took a few steps back. “The press will now run for ever. It will maintain the energy of the furnace indefinitely.” He gestured to the ideogram. “This is an infinite thaumaturgic battery.”

“I don’t understand,” Sir Joachim said.

“I know you don’t.” Von Oldenburg turned to the soldiers holding the man. “Put him in the press. Let’s see if it works.”

They refused, of course. They had been forewarned of his proclivities, but they still refused. As soldiers they would happily put a musket ball, or a bayonet, or a cannonful of grape into a mob of unarmed commonfolk, but they would not suffer one ghastly industrialist to be crushed to a paste.

He sighed as he pulled out the mechanism, and vacated and en-thralled them. Then he ordered them to put Sir Joachim into the press, which they now did without question.

The man was screaming all sorts of nonsense as the uppermost steel plate whirred inexorably downwards. Von Oldenburg watched with dispassion as it made contact with Sir Joachim, pausing briefly where it met slight resistance from his skull – that being the part of his body proudest from the lower plate – and then that cracked like an egg, and the press continued to descend, the gears whining and grinding as they popped and pulped the man like a sausage.

“Should’ve removed his clothes.” Von Oldenburg noted with dismay where the man’s summer suit absorbed a huge amount of blood from the juiced ruin of his corpse. He noticed then that the thralls had had their forearms mashed to a paste where they had not been instructed to get out of the way, and so he ordered them to mount the plate as well, and watched as they were duly crushed.

He examined the container of blood underneath the drains.

“Needs straining,” he muttered, regarding the stew of human liquid with distaste. There were too many bits in it – hair, subcutaneous fat, other gobbets of unidentifiable viscera.

“But otherwise a good start,” he announced brightly to the empty workshop.
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He had the slab beneath the Truth-Taker ripped out with pickaxes and a large bath installed in its place. After several days, and much trial and error, they had pressed and strained enough blood to fill it to the brim. Von Oldenburg jokingly called it “human wine”.

He mostly used thralls for the task, but there was always an enterprising human to muck in – sycophants of the worst kind, willing to commit atrocities in the hope of finding favour and fortune. These people he loathed more than anyone, and thought nothing of their ready obedience. He would use and kill them without compunction.

During his brief periods of lucidity, the thing that astonished him most was that he carried out these humanitarian crimes to deafening disinterest. Goldmark continued to turn the wheels of empire, and even after a week of bloody insurrection, inquisition and an astounding upheaval of the Imperial religious order, Sova managed to turn to business as usual with dogged alacrity. It made a mockery of the great institutions of state, that they could be simply swept aside and replaced in the course of a fortnight.

But these periods of lucidity were ephemeral things.

“My lord, the, ah, chamber in the dungeon is ready for you,” the Archpatria, Hudák, said. Like everyone else who had helped him achieve his position, Hudák had since been at pains to distance himself from a man clearly in the grip of megalomaniacal insanity, but occasionally the exigencies of the day required him to make contact.

“Excellent,” von Oldenburg said, drooling. “Take me to it.”

He was led from his Privy Council chambers to the dungeon, tottering like an old man. The mechanism – and the Blood Stone within it – was like a second sun in his pocket.

“Was Yelena ever found?”

“I don’t think so, my lord,” Hudák replied.

“Shame.”

He entered the dungeon chamber. It stank. The bath of blood, hundreds of gallons collected over the course of several days, had begun to turn putrid.

“Fuck!” he snapped, quickly pulling off his trousers. The mechanism had scorched the flesh of his hip, and in undressing he had peeled off the pus layer that had crusted over it.

The Truth-Taker crackled with dark energies, connecting to the mechanism with flickers of corposant power. The whole chamber felt fit to burst with it. The air throbbed and pulsed like blood in an enormous beating heart.

Hudák grunted, clutching his chest. “I need to go!” he gasped.

Von Oldenburg ignored him. The sensations were becoming too intense, unmanageable. He felt giddy and nauseous. He sweated profusely as he ripped off the rest of his clothes.

Theeyecallstotheeyecallstotheeyecallstotheeyecallstotheeyecallstotheeyecallstotheeye –

He entered the bath of blood, and screamed in exultation, fitting and spasming and frothing at the mouth. Every muscle and vessel in his body pulsed with malignant energies as he was connected to the afterlife, as his soul’s essence flared and the psychic beacon was thrown up, as the length and breadth of the world and the span of centuries filled him –

He witnessed the murder of Vangrid the Whore and laughed so hard he vomited –

Rakk

Watched as Ramayah ripped open the Infinity Gate and released the Vorr –

Rakk

He cheered as the devouring gods assaulted the fastness of heaven –

Rakk

And then the Blood Stone surged, and he was hurtling through time and space, and the smell of ocean water filled his nostrils.

OPEN THE EYE!







XXXIV

The Eye Calls to the Eye

“A diplomat is but a tool in the hand of the foreign-policy craftsman – the politician. And a poor craftsman is always quick to blame his tools.”

MANAGOLD’S THE GLASS SABRE
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Radial Straits

JADE SEA

Renata couldn’t believe her eyes.

“It’s not possible,” she breathed, gripping the sides of the launch whilst six hands from the Hyena rowed with all their might, propelling them between an alley of enormous men-o’-war exchanging broadsides. “It’s not possible,” she said again, as though in repeating it she might eliminate the possibility. She squinted through the clouds of gunsmoke, heart fluttering. But even if she hadn’t seen, she knew. Something had shifted in the atmosphere, in the water, in the earth. The air was filled with a dreadful buzzing sound, a low, droning hum that seemed to vibrate her bones.

“Do you feel that?” Laine asked her from the head of the launch, shouting over the calamitous sounds of naval warfare.

“It’s him!” Renata said. “I saw him! He’s here!”

“Who’s here?”

“Lamprecht von Oldenburg!”

“I thought you said he was instigating a coup d’état in Sova?”

“I was told he was!”

Around them, Stygion coursed through the water, surfacing occasionally to send great sprays of brine into thralls and vacants. They channelled the saltwater with ferocious magicks, whipping it up to such furious speed that it flayed skin, sometimes down to the bone. She saw one Stygion standing on the back of an armoured blackfish shooting its blowpipe at survivors from the wreck of the L’Imbattable; watched fascinated as the sailors slapped at their necks where the tiny spines pricked, as though bitten by insects; watched as they stopped breathing in seconds and pitched forward into the water.

The Hyena’s hands rowed hard through the churning water. Great curtains of white gunpowder smoke drifted across the surface, screening them from the ministrations of the Sovans and Casimirs there. Beyond, the remains of the Sanquish fleet shouldered its way through this unexpected resistance. Several had already exploded, their magazines penetrated by heated shot from the shore batteries. More still had run into serious trouble, the thralls doubtless unable to comply with the many complex instructions required to both sail and man the guns of these great men-o’-war.

“There!” Renata shouted again.

Ahead of them, on one of the L’Imbattable’s launches, von Oldenburg stood furiously gesticulating towards another Sanquish third-rate – the Dauphin. His eyes glowed demonically with red light, and there was something… transient about him. He seemed to flicker and distort, as though she were viewing him through a prism of crystal.

“How is he here?” Renata demanded over and over again, bristling with fear and anger in equal measures. “How is he here?”

“Madam, I can assure you I do not know,” Laine replied.

They closed in on von Oldenburg’s launch. Renata eyed the water beneath them; there, the Radial Straits had become a chaotic stew of clashing sub-marine forces. Somewhere on the bottom, lost in the churning water and murk and gloom, twenty, thirty, forty fathoms down, lay the great Stygion fortress of Maka.

And below that, the Eye of the Sea.

“Let’s hope that does for him,” Laine said grimly, and Renata watched as a great white shark erupted from the water next to von Oldenburg.

“Nema, please,” she implored, watching as the fish breached the surface completely and crashed atop the launch, its enormous armoured bulk shattering the planks on the starboard side. Von Oldenburg was screaming oaths, trying and failing to aim his strange thaumaturgic weapon at the Spear riding it; a moment later, the mer-man, armoured in intricate resin plates and fish-scale maille, thrust a vicious-looking barbed javelin into the flesh of the sailor next to him. The man cried out as the javelin penetrated his cheek, and then let out a ghastly animal snort as it ripped through his soft palate and exited out the base of his skull.

Renata shouted in dismay as von Oldenburg pulled out his pistol and blasted a coin-sized hole in the chest of the mer-man.

“Fucking pox-ridden hagfish!” he snarled. The great white began to thrash around insanely, taking one of the legs of another unfortunate sailor, before von Oldenburg chopped the foremost three inches of its snout clean off. The beast sank into the crimson brine.

The launches were barely twenty yards apart now. Laine snatched up a fusil from the bench behind him, took aim, and fired.

“Did you get him?” Renata asked, trying desperately to see through the clouds of smoke. It looked as though Laine had shot von Oldenburg in the face. “Did you get him?!”

“I don’t think so,” the captain grunted. “I think his boat is sinking.”

Renata’s attention was fixed on the thaumaturgic weapon in von Oldenburg’s hand. Her heart was thumping painfully in her chest. The droning in the air was getting louder. Her ears filled with infernal, babbling, overlapping whispers.

“Gods, I really hope that’s not what I think it is,” she murmured, transfixed by von Oldenburg’s corona of red light.

“What are you talking about?” Laine asked. Now he plucked a second weapon – a pistol – from the footwell of the launch, and discharged that in the direction of von Oldenburg as well.

The man turned to face them. Even though his eyes were nothing but balls of glowing red light, Renata could feel his gaze penetrating her as powerfully as a rapier.

Then, with a deranged smile, he tipped head-first into the water.

“Damn!” Laine shouted.

“I’m going after him,” Renata said breathlessly. “Give me a weapon!”

“Don’t be a fool, you’ll be killed!”

“Give me your sword – there’s no time! He has the Blood Stone!”

How had he got it? How? How had it made its way from Port Gero and into the count’s hands?

“Ms Rainer, fuck and blast you, pay attention!” Laine snapped.

She looked sharply at him.

“It’s a cutlass, you’re not going to achieve anything with it underwater—”

“I’m sorry!” Renata shouted as she yanked the blade out of the captain’s scabbard and dived into the water.

“Damn and blast you for a Meinrad groatwhore’s mother AmbassaDOR—”

His angry swearing was quickly replaced by the roar of churning brine in her ears. Below, the sun’s light cut shafts through the vibrant blue water. Forty fathoms beneath the surface lay the enormous Stygion fortress of Maka – a ziggurat of black igneous stone, its steeply sloped sides encrusted with marine life. Its roof was a grid-like structure which allowed Stygion to swim under and take cover from surface-launched projectiles, whilst below that was a labyrinthine sequence of fortifications leading to the Eye of the Sea itself, concealed and protected from all but the most determined of assailants. Tethered to its surface were forts floating at various depths from which the mer-men could launch attacks.

The intervening space was filled with vacated Stygion and their sharks, who attacked one another with animal ferocity, as well as hundreds of thralls who swam, or pulled themselves along the tether chains, or drowned, or were killed, in equal measure. On the sea floor she could see the Taiyosenshi and Kuroda, as well as several armoured blackfish and Royal Spears. There the Thrice Queen observed her, her hand on Kaipatu’s great dorsal fin. Rags of flesh hung from the orca’s teeth and spiked armour.

<What news?> the Queen asked telepathically.

<Von Oldenburg is here, and he has the Blood Stone!> Renata replied. To her left, one broken half of the L’Imbattable slowly sank to the depths like whalefall. In its wake went enormous streamers of bubbles, as well as corpses, guns, cannonballs, and a great tangle of rigging and canvas. On the surface, the morning sunlight danced between flotsam.

Even from forty fathoms away the Queen’s rage hit her in a psychic blast. <What? Where?>

<He was right here!> Renata replied as she swam through the water, moving between clashing Spears and their sharks like a stray dog in the middle of a mediaeval battle. But there was no sign of von Oldenburg anywhere. She shook her head. <I don’t understand!>

<Renata>

She shrieked as the enormous armoured snout of Teulia appeared at her elbow. She turned sharply to see the Stygion ambassador in the saddle of the great beast.

<Sina> she pleaded. <Help me>

<What do you need?>

Renata paused, watching as an infected Spear mount was rammed from underneath by a blackfish, and had its liver torn out in a great cloud of gore. A moment later it impaled the vacant Spear through the resinous horn attached to its snout armour.

<I need to find—>

Something exploded underwater. The noise of it was incredible, a hundred times worse than anything on the surface. Spears in the vicinity wailed and clutched their ears as a great expanding sphere of churned water consumed one of the tether forts. It sent a thrill of psychic panic through the Stygion. The water filled with the clicking of frantic Loxica as the defenders of Maka tried to work out what was happening. Renata was the first to see it: a barrel, weighted with cannonballs and sealed with tar, dropped from one of the Sanquish vessels. It must have been filled with gunpowder and lit with an internal fuse, for a moment later, it detonated next to another of the tether forts.

<How are they doing this?> Sina wailed with uncharacteristic despair as another three Spears and their sharks were obliterated. The sea above Maka was becoming filled with huge clouds of blood, and the mer-men were having a hard time controlling their mounts.

<We need to find von Oldenburg! He has the Blood Stone!>

<Here?!>

<Yes!>

<Nema!>

They searched through the sunlit depths, swimming down ten, twenty fathoms. Renata’s ears and nose clicked and pulsed painfully as the pressure built in her head. And still Maka was twenty fathoms deeper.

<Could he be on the bottom?> Sina asked.

<Surely he would drown> Renata replied, but with the Blood Stone, who knew? Who knew what sorceries and abilities he had unlocked?

Another explosion thundered through the water high above. The battle, already a confused and chaotic affair, was becoming more so with every passing second. It was not just the detonations from these barbarically ingenious weapons; more mer-men were arriving every minute. They were not Spears, but nulls from the enormous mer-men settlements at Nerida, Maris and Mai. In almost any other circumstances their numbers would have been an incredible boon; but Muirgen and the rest of the Psychic Conclave had not had nearly enough time to ward the Stygion martial host against the danger of vacancy posed by the thralls. Now they were stuck fighting hundreds of their own people.

Deeper, deeper, deeper Teulia took Sina and Renata. Here, moving up the steeply sloped walls of the ziggurat of Maka, was a bizarre sight: hundreds of thralls wearing weighted belts and carrying long spears like the Taiyosenshi. In a phalanx at the top of the fortress, the latter stood ready to receive their mindless opponents. They met slowly in the darkening brine, almost gracefully. The thralls moved with the simple impulse to kill; the Taiyosenshi moved like ballet dancers, whirling gracefully through the water, allowing their heavy armour to carry their su yari blade-first into the thralls.

Renata’s whole body felt as though it were being crushed as they reached the sea floor. High above, the surface was a mess of ships, many dozens of them clashing either by accident or design and forming a chaotic wooden city in the middle of the Radial Straits. It was a unique and vertiginous perspective that in other circumstances she would have loved to spend hours taking in. Instead she was confronted by the armoured bulk of Kaipatu.

<Where is he?> the Thrice Queen demanded.

<I know not, Ina> Renata replied, genuinely baffled. <Has the fortress been breached?>

<Of course not> A moment later the Queen held out her right hand and channelled, and several of the ballasted thralls advancing on the Taiyosenshi were thrown off their feet. But with the sheer weight of water pressing down on them, it was clear that such sorcerous powers – even wielded by one as accomplished as the Thrice Queen – were tempered here.

<What are those explosions?>

<Barrels of gunpowder, weighted with iron and fused to detonate underwater> Renata replied.

The Thrice Queen regarded her with contempt, as though it were all somehow her fault. <A despicable soil-eating tactic>

<I agree with you>

But the Thrice Queen waved her silent. Above them, Spears, nulls, white sharks, blackfish, and human and Stygion thralls clashed in a ghastly melee.

<We should have warded more> the Thrice Queen said with sudden and profound anguish.

<Where is Muirgen?> Renata asked.

<Warding more!>

Renata eyed the enormous fortress. From here she could see several entrances which led into the heavily armoured and fortified labyrinth guarding the Eye. It was an enormous structure, the stone thick and crusted over with coral, guarded by an entire army of Stygion – to say nothing of the protective runes and wards carved into the stone. And yet… all of it was so old. So ancient. It had been constructed at a time when the discovery of blackpowder was still a thousand years away.

<Will Maka withstand explosives?> Renata asked, though she did not want to know the answer.

<I know not> the Thrice Queen replied with frightening candour.

<Is there contingency if it is?>

<There is I’Vakatawa>

The reverence with which the Thrice Queen uttered this strange, unknown word sent a thrill of fear through Renata, and set the élite warrior-Stygion around them to nervous, excited chatter. She thought of every last piece of Loxican vocabulary she possessed, and even tried to intuit the meaning through the transverbal version of the language she had picked up. But she had never heard of this word before.

<What is I’Va-ka-ta-wa?> she asked.

<Contingency>

<And what if that fails?>

<I’Vakatawa cannot fail>

<But if it does?> Renata pressed.

The Thrice Queen turned to where the Taiyosenshi were fighting off the last of the thralls on the slopes of Maka.

<Then we have Kaito Kuroda>
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Jason Laine was a man accustomed to shouting things, and had developed a naturally very loud, authoritative voice. But even he had roared himself to hoarseness watching von Oldenburg resurface mere seconds after Renata had thrown herself into the water – and with Laine’s cutlass, too.

“Pull, damn you!” he thundered to the sailors in the launch. Almost all of them were Kasar, great strapping brutes bristling with lupine strength. Parish was lying flat in the footwell, his skin grey, probably hours from death.

Von Oldenburg paid no attention to Laine whatever, but had his people row his own sinking launch back in the direction of the L’Imbattable. Half of the enormous third-rate had already been swallowed by the blue-green waters of the Jade Sea; but by some curious physics, the other half remained bobbing upright, and looked as though it would do so for a few minutes yet.

Laine had no idea what the man was planning, but it was clear that he had to be stopped. What he would have given for some Marines!

“Get after him! Pull, you doghearts, pull!”

The launch bucked on the waves. The water between the ships frothed red. All around them, poorly handled Sanquish ships crashed into the Serpentine and Sovan fleets, or beached themselves on the Pupil – or even collided with one another – and disgorged their vacant human payloads. The air was thick with white gunsmoke.

Laine urged the boat on whilst all around them glimmers of deadly sea creatures and their deadlier handlers flickered beneath the waves, wiping saltwater from his eyes as the wind whipped their tips to froth and sent stinging spray through the air. Indeed, the morning was turning decidedly blusterous. Above, storm clouds were rolling in through the crisp blue sky, threatening a good summer lashing. It would dampen much of the surface fighting. Then attention would be turned to reefing sail, securing the weather decks, manning the pumps and tying extra lines – and in all likelihood putting in at the Pupil and dropping anchor.

Another thunderous cannonade erupted from the side of a Serpentine second-rate – three decks of grape running stem-to-stern down a Sanquish frigate, scouring it of the living dead.

The wolfmen pulled on and on. The launch threatened to overturn several times. They had fixed neither the anti-Stygion outriggers nor spikes, and the thing would easily be tipped by the determined ramming of an armoured blackfish. Laine was not a fearful man, but even he was not immune to the primordial horror of being eaten.

The remaining half of the L’Imbattable was rolling over now.

“What the hell is he doing?” Laine asked no one member of the crew in particular, nor did he get an answer. They were there to obey his instructions – row – and if necessary, to fight.

He watched as von Oldenburg reached the side of the ship, where he was presented with a ragged cross-section of blackened, blasted planks, the orlop completely submerged and the lower deck rapidly taking on water. The half was poised to upend and sink vertically.

“Fuck and Hell,” Laine muttered. He turned to Parish. “Are you alive, Mr Parish?”

“Just about, Captain,” the lieutenant muttered from face-down in the footwell. There was a large, ugly red stain marking the thigh of his breeches.

“Get you to the Pupil,” Laine said. “Have someone look at that wound. Here, give me your sword.”

He pulled the lieutenant’s cutlass free in much the same way the bloody Rainer woman had taken his.

“Where are you going?” Parish asked.

“On a damn fool’s errand,” Laine replied, and, girding himself, leapt into the water.
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Renata wished desperately that there was more she could do. But she was not a fighter. She had never been trained in combat. She could only float and watch helplessly as the battle raged all around her.

And then she noticed something. The Thrice Queen and her life guard noticed it too. They seemed suddenly angry, their sharks and blackfish swimming around in tight, agitated circles. A malignant psychic hum filled the water. Renata’s blood surged as she heard the same word repeated over and over again by many different mer-men.

Rakk.

<What is the matter? Are they here? Where are they?> she asked Sina.

<Rakk> Sina growled with considerable venom, and pointed. Renata followed the line of her finger to the sea floor west of the fortress. There, amidst the mounds of rock and coral, where shoals of bream drifted utterly heedless of the cataclysmic events happening around them, something was moving through the haze. She watched as the figures resolved themselves into hybrids: crayfish, crabs, lobsters, all merged with humans from the thaumaturgic fallout from the Great Cataclysm. Even if Muirgen and the Thrice Queen had not described and cursed them as evil, Renata would have been terrified. They were armoured with great chitinous shells bristling with spikes, and their faces were crowded with alien mouthparts and eyes on stalks and antenna.

The Taiyosenshi were quickly set upon and outmatched. One of them was cut clean in half by an enormous claw, and the rest retreated in good order up the side of Maka, jettisoning a little ballast in order to do so. Renata watched one impetuous Spear on an armoured blackfish attempt to flank the creatures. The orca managed to knock one of them off its feet, before the rest of the Rakk savaged its underside. Mortally wounded, the blackfish drifted on the current, and the Spear was ensnared and dragged to the sea floor, where she was viciously dismembered.

<Form up on me!> the Thrice Queen bellowed telepathically to her life guard – a collection of thirty élite Royal Spears. Beneath, ascending the walls of the great igneous fastness, the Taiyosenshi turned and presented their su yari once again. <Those disgusting, Hell-worshipping creatures will not besmirch the Eye. Do I make myself clear?> she spat. <Send them weeping back to the Prince of Blood!>

It was a striking tableau, but Renata was transfixed by something else. A shadow had fallen across Maka. Above, a huge dark shape was sinking through the water – half a wrecked man-o’-war moving enormously, ponderously towards the fortress.

<Ina…> Renata called out, pointing.

<What?!> the Thrice Queen snapped, whirling round. Her expression collapsed from rage to a look of brief, profound panic. <Muirgen!> she roared, her Loxica cutting through miles of seawater like whalesong. Then she turned her arms upwards, and Renata felt and saw great streamers of moving water where the Queen was trying desperately to channel the wreck away. Other sorcerers within the life guard added to her efforts; but channelling was primarily a way of slipping quickly and effortlessly through the water at high speed. It could not displace a thousand tonnes of Sanquish oak.

Renata peered through the teeming brine.

<What is that?> she asked, catching a flash of red nestled in the wreck.
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Laine thrashed through the sea with great urgency, expecting an enormous set of jaws to clamp about his midriff at any second.

He reached the side of the L’Imbattable alongside the shattered lower decks. Here the shot locker – emptied of its balls – and the bilge pumps were clearly visible, and then above them two gun decks, though with the guns all run out, they had long cascaded into the sea and sunk to the bottom. He pushed the bitten-off torso of a sailor out the way and pulled himself into the ship just as it rolled over and sank broken end first. He groaned in dismay as the water pushed him up towards the stern, so quickly it looked as though the wall of the dispensary were about to shatter his skull; but then the air pocket stabilised amidst a great creaking and groaning, and he was trapped in a bubble the size of his cabin on the Hyena.

The ship drifted downwards.

“Damn you for ever and a day, Ambassador,” he muttered as the light faded. Now in the frothing, churning waters of the Jade Sea, the underwater battle was rendered as a sequence of bizarre, frightening noises – the frantic clicks and hums of Loxica, the squeals of herring dogs, the distressed lowing of distant whales.

He moved instinctively through the darkness of the hold. It might have been a foreign ship, and in bits, but there wasn’t a man-o’-war on the world’s oceans that he did not know his way around.

“Where are you?” he shouted, spitting out mouthfuls of brine as he trod water. He pulled himself through a large hole in the lower gun deck. There was a glimmer of red light near the splintered companionway.

“Show yourself!” he thundered.

He stopped. Something had moved by his feet.

“Shit,” he said. The ship was very gloomy now, and it was impossible to see in the water. Likely it was just a piece of flotsam –

Something smashed into his legs. He screamed incoherently as the enormous snout of a great white shark erupted from the water, its dozens of steak-knife teeth gnashing. He pressed himself away from it, his fingers becoming ensnared in its gills. He tried to keep everything away from its gigantic mouth as it slipped back beneath the water, and swam as fast as his limbs would take him towards the companionway. He managed to pull himself halfway out the water when the shark came at him again, smashing into the wooden planks of the steps. One of them jammed into his left elbow, crazing the nerves of his entire arm and rendering the limb useless.

“I’m a friend! I’m a friend, you useless fucking fish!” he roared into the black depths. He hooked his flaccid left arm through the steps of the companionway and pulled out his sword. The shark came at him again, this time its snout colliding with his groin. His left leg up to the hip disappeared down its throat; he shrieked in terror and jammed his cutlass into its mouth, wedging it open before it could take the leg off. Both of them thrashed madly in opposite directions – the fish back into the water, Laine up onto the next deck. All thoughts of interdicting von Oldenburg had vanished from his brain. He found a loose rope hanging from the capstan and hauled himself onto it, and from there he pulled himself up into the wardroom, and slammed the door closed.

It was not before time. Moments later, the ship collided with the bottom, jolting him against the wall and knocking the wind from him. He lay against it, looking through the windows above him, where forty fathoms’ worth of water – over two hundred feet – churned with sub-marine combatants and debris.

The glass began to crack.

“Oh, hellfire,” Laine growled.

He quickly opened the door and dropped back down onto the capstan –

And then he saw him.

“You!” he shouted down as von Oldenburg briskly transited the lower gun deck, back the way Laine had just come. The air seem to warp and shift around him, and the man left a strange, upsetting aura of red light in his wake.

Von Oldenburg looked up, his face a mask of surprise; then he brandished an astonishingly large ruby and muttered something in another language.

Nothing happened.

“Nema and all the fucking saints, you as well?” he snarled.

“What in the gods’ name are you playing at?” Laine shouted back, still extremely wary of the shark-infested waters below.

“Just that,” von Oldenburg replied cryptically, and ducked down the companionway.

Above, the windows shattered.
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The ship’s remaining half crashed down on top of Maka, so that it was resting on a large, coral-rimed section to the east.

<I saw something> Renata said, a mounting feeling of dread urgency filling her.

<Was it half a fucking ship?> the Thrice Queen snapped, her rage as powerful a force as the saltwater currents she commanded. Ahead of them, the Taiyosenshi and Royal Spears continue to clash bloodily with the Rakk. Below, through the grid of wide embrasures cut into the roof of Maka, Renata could see the Stygion defenders preparing to receive any who broke through.

It was looking increasingly, dismayingly likely.

<On the ship!> she replied.

<Here: I shall go with you> Sina said. Teulia butted into Renata’s left armpit with her enormous snout, and Renata moved to grab the handle mounted on the armour of her right pectoral fin. Then Teulia, assisted by Sina’s channelling, sped over Maka until they reached the wreck of the L’Imbattable. The ship had smashed bow-first into the roof of the fortress, and great streamers of bubbles gushed out of gunports and cannonball holes as the last of the air pockets filled with seawater.

<There is someone inside> Sina said.

<It’s von Oldenburg> Renata said. <I’m certain of it>

<Perhaps. But I am not talking about him. I mean an untethered shark. We should be careful>

<Why?>

<Its psychic link to its Spear has been terminated by mind rot. It leaves the fish in a frenzy. It suffers the compulsion to pass it on, but has not the ability> Sina said something quietly to Teulia, and Renata let go of her. <Teulia will look for us>

They waited as the great white searched the outside of the ship. A moment later, an enormous effervescing glut of bubbles erupted from the top of the broken half, and with it the brief sound of crunching glass and –

A shout? A cry for help? And from a voice Renata thought she recognised.

“Captain Laine?” she said aloud into the water.

She swam as quickly as she could to the stern. The wreck yawned below her, the windows of the captain’s cabin and wardroom looking like splintered teeth. There, thrashing madly in the gloom, was indeed Laine.

<Sina! Lungfish!>

The ambassador swam up next to her. A moment later a lungfish arose from the depths and, commanded by Sina, affixed itself to Laine’s head like a translucent blue mantle.

“-agazine!” Laine shouted, and then fell to coughing.

“What?” Renata asked, swimming towards him.

“He’s going to detonate the aft magazine!” Laine thundered. “We need to get—”

And then von Oldenburg detonated the aft magazine.







XXXV

Leviathan

“Certainty is the opposite of chaos. Certainty is knowing that when I wake up in the morning I can go about my day in safety and security. Certainty is knowing that a productive day’s labour will benefit me and my peers. Certainty is paying my social dues, paying my Imperial taxes. Attending my temple. Respecting my elders and enjoying my leisure. It is being able to speak my mind without fear of undue reprisal. Chaos, conversely, is the herald of evil. There is a reason why the Neman Church has long described Prince Kasivar as the chief agent of chaos. It is the antithesis of good. Chaos is rampant, uncontrollable communicable disease. Chaos is plague. Chaos is warfare, slaughter, death. It is a total lack of structure, which makes civilised existence impossible.”

THE FIRST LORD REGENT, SIR KONRAD VON VALT
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Maka

THE JADE SEA

The explosion was incredible, as if an hour-long thunderstorm had been distilled into a single shattering, crashing thump. Every aspect of it was worsened by being underwater. The force was concussive, addling everyone in the space above Maka. Without the ideogram Ozolinsh had come up with, Renata was certain she would have drowned; the explosion would have knocked the air from her lungs, and her next breath would have filled them with brine.

Laine was saved only by the timely arrival of the lungfish. The Stygion, with their gills, weathered the ghastly overpressure, but many of them were knocked senseless. The Taiyosenshi were far enough away that their lungs did not collapse, though several were overwhelmed by the Rakk in the lull, and snipped apart by enormous claws like a child cutting up paper.

As the vast cloud of exploded ship, coral, silt and vaporised stone settled, Renata’s heart sank.

<NO!> The Thrice Queen shrieked in anguish, a psychic blast almost as powerful as the explosion had been.

There, in the roof of Maka, was a ragged hole thirty feet across.

<Nema preserve us> Renata whispered. She looked around frantically. The Stygion seemed bereft. Many died in those moments of panic, ripped apart by the thralls where they floated, unable to comprehend the magnitude of their failure.

<Muirgen! Muirgen!> the Thrice Queen bellowed.

<I am attending it!> he snapped. Renata did not know where he had come from, but he was not alone; all five of the members of the Conclave had rushed immediately to the breach, their psychic attenuators glowing. They surrounded the hole whilst the remaining Royal Spears formed a line above them.

“Where is he? Where is von Oldenburg?” Renata asked Laine in a flurry of bubbles, using rudimentary sign language to get the point across.

“I know not,” the man wheezed from inside his lungfish. “I need to surface. This is too deep, I cannot draw breath.”

“Yes, of course, go!” Renata shouted, and the captain kicked his way up to where the surface battle still raged, entirely heedless of these sub-marine misadventures.

<I’Vakatawa!> the Thrice Queen wailed. <I’Vakatawa, we call on you!>

The Psychic Conclave stood in a ring, holding hands. Renata became aware of an enormous volume of magickal energy filling the water around them. It was as though Maka was not simply a fortification but a lid.

She viewed the hole with a dizzying sense of curiosity. Beneath it was the Eye of the Sea. The Eye of the Sea, for Nema’s sake! What did it look like? Was it a window? A portal? Would she be able to see the Golden City? Would Nema Victoria be there? Surely she could not pass up the opportunity to see God Herself?

Hypnotised, she swam slowly towards it; until she became aware of a great rumbling sound.

I’Vakatawa

Something pulsed through the water, a great volume of thaumaturgic energy like a monstrous heartbeat.

I’Vakatawa

The name took root in her mind and lodged there. What had the Thrice Queen said? Contingency?

I’Vakatawa

Renata’s approach was arrested by the appearance of an enormous tentacle emerging from the hole.

“Oh… Nema,” she said out loud.
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Laine emerged from the water and tore the ghastly lungfish off his head; then, with every part of him aching from the explosion, he swam to the Pupil and dragged himself ashore.

He sat down heavily on the stones, taking a moment to catch his breath. Here, strewn across the rocky beach, were dozens of corpses. Ahead, some of the remaining thralls threw themselves against the walls of the bastion fort, to be shot and killed by Sovans and Casimirs there.

“Nema Victoria,” he breathed, wiping the saltwater from his face and squeezing it out of his hair. He was utterly spent, and would have been even without the underwater episode. Swimming was such an exhausting practice; swimming after several hours’ fighting, all whilst his nerves were irreparably frayed by sharks and blackfish, had left him dog-tired.

He squinted across the straits, trying to read the battle. Cannon fire from the human-crewed ships – those Sovan and Serpentine men-o’-war which remained unscathed – continued to thunder into the Sanquish vessels. Many of the latter were listing and taking on water. Several ships were aflame. A third were abandoned completely. Those allied vessels which had succumbed to the mind rot did nothing at all, their hands standing around waiting to die of thirst or grapeshot.

Laine had seen nothing like it in his career. Most captains would strike their colours before the risk of sinking became too severe, and allow themselves to be captured. Here, at least half of the Sanquish fleet was heading for the bottom.

Above, the clouds continued to rapidly draw in. Dark curtains of rain lashed the Jade Sea five or six miles to the west. His eyes found his beloved Hyena; she sat on the surface, being carefully coaxed back to strength by what remained of her crew. Not sinking. Perhaps even salvageable.

And then, in spite of his exhaustion, he stood.

“Blood of gods,” he murmured, rubbing his eyes. “What is that?”
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“Interesting,” Aegraxes said, looking at the chessboard in front of him.

“Interesting indeed,” the Herald agreed from his position in the chair opposite.

A new piece had appeared, moving towards the Eye of the Sea.

The Herald turned, and began to retch.

“Must you do that in here?” Aegraxes muttered disgustedly.

The Herald pulled a flag soaked in brine from his mouth, and looked at it.

“What is that?” Aegraxes asked, head cocked, examining the embroidered picture of the Zyrahn laughing wolf.

“I believe they call it a hyena,” the Herald said.
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A kraken.

I’Vakatawa was a kraken. A leviathan. A dormant guardian, defender of the Eye of the Sea. The last line of Stygion defence.

Renata watched, awestruck, as the great beast roused itself from the hole in the roof of Maka, awaiting direction from the Psychic Conclave. But even as it emerged from its aeons-long slumber, ready to destroy anything that tried to open the Eye, Renata was filled with a sense of horrified dread.

<Ina!> she shrieked telepathically to the Thrice Queen.

<What the fuck do you want?> the Queen shrieked back with equal urgency.

<Ward it!>

<What?>

<The kraken! Ward it!>
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Von Oldenburg – or whatever avataric form he took in this place – was seconds from drowning by the time the Rakk reached him with a lungfish. It was disgusting, but it was better than a chestful of saltwater.

He was inside Maka, in the upper layers, where weak late morning sunlight slanted through the wide embrasures of the roof. Here the Rakk had cut a bloody swathe through the topmost defenders in what was a narrow channel of dark stone, square in profile and completely overgrown with marine flora.

The mechanism pulsed in his hands, throbbing like a great heart. He opened the lid and withdrew the ruby from within. Something had changed about it; rather than being a large, clear chunk of red gemstone, its core had gone dark, almost black. Strange, corposant threads radiated from it like bits of aethereal string or fibrous ectoplasm. They led downwards, into the violent depths. A tether, connecting it to the Eye of the Sea.

The Eye calls to the Eye.

OPEN THE EYE!

The command hit him like a psychic thunderclap. His limbs twitched, malleable, pliable things, his mind rendered plastic from months of madness. Somewhere a thousand miles away he was vaguely aware of his mortal body, twitching and spasming in a bath full of blood under the obsidian pyramid of the Truth-Taker.

<This way> the foremost of the Rakk said, his glistening crustacean body filling the corridor. He scuttled past von Oldenburg, and then took a passageway further down. Here, bioluminescent growth provided a faint blue light. To von Oldenburg it was like descending through a sewer pipe, one that was frequently barricaded by portcullises of brittle resin, which the Rakk seemed to be able to smash through using their ferocious strength.

He grinned to himself. Steel it ain’t!

Whilst every single Stygion defender of Maka rushed headlong to the breach in the roof, von Oldenburg went deeper into the bowels of the fortress. It was passageway after passageway of glassy black igneous rock, increasingly bereft of marine growth as they moved further and further away from sunlight. They were perhaps fifty fathoms deep now, at a point where von Oldenburg, even with the breath mantle, was struggling to physically inflate his lungs. In front and behind him, the Rakk clitter-clattered, using their multiple armoured crab legs to propel them down the corridors.

Eventually they reached a large circular chamber which seemed to be suspended within a much larger, hemispherical space. In the centre of the chamber was an interface of some kind, a thin stone pillar that had been carved with runes he could not decipher.

Below, concealed beneath many tens of fathoms of immense, monstrous darkness, was the Eye of the Sea itself.

<Do not go any closer> the Rakk warned. <Wait until we have spoken the incantations. There are preparations to make before we enjoin the Eye>

The pillar radiated power. He could feel arcane energy emanating from it. There was something almost sexual about it; it was phallic, pulsing with energy like blood in an erect penis. His mind filled with erotic thoughts of Yelena – now undoubtedly killed. He wished he’d had her corpse for the press – wished he could have juiced her of her blood and bathed in it, drunk it, bottled it. He might have created some sort of transdimensional link to her, sought her out in the afterlife, fucked her across planes –

Heedless of the stern and repeated warnings of his escort, motivated by some alien compulsion and unmoored from any rational thought process, he advanced on the protuberance. Behind him he was vaguely aware of the Rakk becoming suddenly and profoundly agitated. His mind swelled with their gross telepathy, but it was a mind that had been so damaged and overstuffed with madness that it was proof to their desperate entreaties.

There was something else, too – a deeper, more malign force, elemental in its rage, bubbling up from the core of the earth. This nebulous force filled him with such an intense fear that he actually shat himself in a great brown cloud.

NO

He reached forward with the Blood Stone –

WAIT FOR THE WORDS!

The foreign thoughts enveloped his brain, kneading his grey matter like mincemeat through fingers. Colours flashed in his vision – white and gold against black and red. His mind screamed like an alarum bell. All around him was a great mouth – this was not water, but a million gallons of saliva. The Temple of the Divine Mouth.

He wept in fear and confusion. “Yelena!” he screamed into the reeking air of the lungfish. Oh, to be back in Castle Oldenburg, subjecting himself to nothing more taxing than courtly intrigues. How had it come to this? How was he locked in this nightmarish prison, fifty fathoms below the surface of the Jade Sea?

IT IS NOT TOO LATE –

DO NOT TOUCH THE CONDUIT WITHOUT THE WORDS

<Wait for the incantation!>

<Do not touch the attenuator without the incantations!>

The frantic injunctions of the Rakk overspilt his mind. But it was all too late –

IT IS NOT TOO LATE!

Even as they began to cut his limbs off, he pressed the Blood Stone against the protuberance. It adhered to it naturally, without any interface, soaking up the sorcerous energy like a sponge.

NO

The Blood Stone began to warm up in his hands – hands that were no longer attached to his arms that were no longer attached to his shoulders. The blackness within it swelled, splitting and spreading like malignant oil droplets. They spidered outwards, giving the enormous ruby the appearance of cracking open.

The Rakk tried desperately to detach the stone from the plinth, all their monstrous crustacean strength utterly hopeless against the raw thaumaturgic power.

“What?” grunted von Oldenburg inside the stale air of the lungfish.

He watched, nothing more than a suspended torso, as they pulled at it again and again – but still it would not move. All the while the stone grew hotter and hotter.

<Help us, Bloodfather!> the Rakk shrieked.

The plinth itself was glowing. The whole thing was like an attenuator, absorbing energy from the Eye of the Sea and focusing it in the same way a magnifying glass focused the rays of the sun. In fact it was extremely similar, von Oldenburg mused, because the Blood Stone was getting so fucking hot.

The water around it began to heat up. The corruption in the stone had turned the whole thing nearly black; corposant pink light began to flicker and crackle around it. The brine was being cooked by thaumic overload. In a moment, they would be too.

Someone was laughing. Von Oldenburg realised it was him.

The stone fragmented in the water. Great streamers of bubbles effervesced from the cracks.

The Rakk struggled madly through the water, losing extremities in their pathetic attempts to escape. One of them snagged the lungfish as they pushed past him, dislodging it. Water engulfed his head. He took in one deep lungful, his whole chest seizing in agony.

The Blood Stone was finally overwhelmed by the infusion of energy, and detonated.

A thousand miles away, von Oldenburg woke up in the scalding-hot bath, screaming where the Blood Stone had exploded and blown his hand off.
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“Hm,” Aegraxes said, sitting back in his chair. “That I did not expect.”

“No,” the Herald said, watching as the piece representing the Blood Eye moved to take the kraken. “Nor I.”
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The second explosion that rocked Maka did not have the naked violence of a gunpowder detonation, but rather that curious, seemingly impossible dichotomy of a sense of incredible force coupled with the complete absence of it.

Those at the epicentre of the magickal blast were turned into fine crimson liquid; but for those further away, the sorcerous aftershock rippled through the aether as though they were all standing on the skin of an enormous thumped kettle drum.

And then the screaming began.

Anyone within several hundred feet of the explosion who was not warded immediately met their end as their soul was stripped away and devoured, leaving a fresh batch of demented vacants to in turn vacate anyone unfortunate enough to be close by. And so the ripple effect was magnified until the water above Maka was teeming with them, and those Stygion remaining unaffected were forced to flee as fast as their Spear mounts and channelling powers could take them.

Renata cared not for any of this. Her eyes were fixed on the enormous form of I’Vakatawa as the wave of magickal antimatter engulfed the kraken. Then it was not a scream which cut through the aether, but an enormous trumpeting roar, a haunting leviathan-clamour that would terrify her for decades to come.

If she lived that long.

The kraken, to the dismay of everyone, then turned back through the hole in the roof of Maka.

<What’s it doing?> Renata asked as Sina approached her at speed on the back of Teulia.

<The Eye! I’Vakatawa is opening the Eye!>

A crushing sense of hopelessness overtook Renata. What could they possibly do now? The kraken was the guardian of the Eye of the Sea, a slumbering elemental, the biggest and strongest creature on the mortal plane. There was nothing left – nothing in all the arsenals of humankind powerful enough to stop it—

And then she remembered something.

She looked over to where the few remaining Taiyosenshi floated amidst a pile of Rakk corpses.

There, Kaito Kuroda was glowing blue.
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Laine staggered and stumbled his way up the rocks of the beach. The wind was reaching gale force, and those ships which had not fallen completely silent following the horrifying thaumic explosion were now sailing directly for the Pupil and dropping anchor in the shallow waters. Sails were being reefed and weather lines strung as the water, robbed of all its jade vibrancy, frothed and swelled.

The Hyena was still afloat, he saw, and still home to perhaps eighty unvacated crew.

Above, the thunderhead corkscrewed into an enormous vortex, flickering with lightning.

“Oh, what now?” the captain groaned as he clambered back down the steep bank, away from the safety of the nearest fort and back into the sea.
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The water began to churn and swell. Vacants and their psychically tethered familiars screeched in dismay as currents, both oceanic and magickal, began to swirl and coalesce. Above, the surface of the water, once vibrant blue and deckled with shafts of sunlight, was grey and turbid. The tether forts began to buck and sway in the unnatural tides, and were rapidly abandoned by their garrisons. Even the furious, strident commands from the Thrice Queen were not enough to keep anyone but the most stalwart of Royal Spears close by.

Renata knew that if the Eye of the Sea were to open, even being a hundred miles away would be no guarantee of safety. She resigned herself to her fate, eyes locked on the spinning, glowing form of Kuroda as magicks began to concentrate in him.

<What is he?> she asked Sina.

<A conduit> the ambassador replied.

<A conduit to what?>
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Bloody fool, bloody bastard fool, Laine repeated in his head as the dark waters swirled beneath him and he swam across the Radial Straits, apparently with a will to suicide. He decided he was better off not looking at what was happening beneath him, and kept his eyes fixed on the Hyena ahead. He would be damned to Hell if he abandoned his ship and crew now.

He reached the side. “Throw me a line!” he roared up. A moment later, a familiar face appeared over the rail; it was Monteiro, the young midshipman with whom he had spent a brief spell in the afterlife.

“Captain!” she shouted.

“Throw me a line!” he roared again, spitting out saltwater in the ferocious chop. She did so, and he was hauled aboard by several wolfmen and the ship’s master, Canek.

“What’s happening, Captain?” she asked.

“All hands wear ship!” Laine roared. “Be about it, Ms Canek! Keep the wind aft! Put her aground!”

“Aye aye, Captain! Main clewgarnets and buntlines, mizzen brails!” she snapped without missing a beat. “In mizzen! Up maintop!”

The ship was in a dreadful condition, with its starboard side savaged by the explosion on the L’Imbattable and the top part of its mainmast lying on the sea amidst a great tangle of shrouds. But they could raise the maintop, and that would be enough to get them to the Pupil. To do anything else, even drop anchor, was to invite catastrophe.

Laine strode the length of the ship, from the bowsprit to the aft rail. The whole thing was strewn with bodies. But thanks to the talented ministrations of Parish and Mayer – the former he’d had no news of, the latter assuredly dead – the ship had weathered the arcane storm better than most, in spite of the punishment it had taken. Of the original crew, it looked as if fully two thirds had perished or left the ship, but there were plenty of hands remaining to run her aground.

The water began to swell violently beneath them now, boiling and foaming and tossing ships around like toys.

“Secure these guns!” Laine roared to a pair of Kasar. “You there! Secure these guns!”

Too late; the weather gun abreast of the fore hatchway broke away from its tackles and promptly crushed the legs of one of the wolfmen before careening over the starboard side of the ship. The hand roared, and was immediately tended to by the other.

“Get to it! Cut along now!” Laine snapped at the latter. “Time for that later!”

The ship was scudding now under a minimal spread of sopping-wet canvas, propelled by a vile westerly that would put them aground on the Pupil in a matter of minutes.

Or certainly it should have done.

The kraken that Laine had briefly and unwillingly laid eyes on suddenly erupted from the surface of the water, its brown squid bulk breaking free as though it had been explosively propelled. In fact, as it transpired, it had been; Laine watched in disbelief as a moment later, an enormous figure emerged from underneath it, and threw the kraken so that it landed on one of the Sanquish vessels and smashed it to kindling.

Everybody aboard the Hyena stared agape at this blue monstrosity. It was a human-shaped creature a thousand feet tall – a muscular, tentacled monster, skin encrusted with barnacles, arms and legs flapping with enormous curtains of translucent skin, scaled, armoured and helmeted like a mediaeval knight.

“It cannot be,” Laine said, dropping to his knees.

But there could be no doubt. It was Stygio himself, demigod son of Nema, Lord of the Ossian Sea.

And he was here to fight.
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Teulia spirited Sina and Renata far away from Stygio’s legs, where they waded gigantically through the waters of the Jade Sea. Renata only believed her eyes enough to flee.

They retreated to the shallows of the Pupil, ready to withdraw further to the perceived safety of dry land. From there, Renata stood out of the water, and watched as the two giants battled one another. Above them, an eldritch storm split the sky – bloated, twisted black clouds crackling with green lightning. Gale-force winds whipped the straits into a vast whirlpool, one that threatened to sink those remaining ships which were not already being sunk by the battle between the avatar of Stygio and I’Vakatawa.

Renata looked over to where Sina emerged from the sea, sitting astride Teulia so that her body from the navel upwards was exposed to the biting wind.

<What do we do now, Sina?>

<I do not know> she replied, gripping Teulia’s dorsal fin. <I do not know>
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Laine could do nothing except hold onto the helm and try and steer the Hyena out of harm’s way. It proved impossible, as Stygio physically ripped one of the kraken’s tentacles from its body and tossed it aside. The thing smashed into the Hyena’s mizzenmast, immediately killing a dozen more of his sailors where they had just finished unfurling the mizzen topgallant and showering all of them in an enormous quantity of kraken blood.

They were only two hundred yards from the beach now, still with the weather gauge. Their only option was to scud ahead of the wind.

“Up foretop!” he roared over the wind and rain, battling against the rudder as waves began to crash and froth over the wrecked side of the ship. The bilge pumps were running at maximum capacity and still they were taking on water hand-over-fist. “Ms Canek, up foretop!”

He looked back to see the kraken writhing in insane, vacant fury. It wrapped its remaining tentacles around Stygio’s right arm and began to squeeze; the demigod withdrew an enormous oxtail sabre from the whalebone scabbard at his waist and cut the kraken free. In reply, the kraken gouged a rent in Stygio’s upper arm, tearing the armour there loose. Blood from both I’Vakatawa and Stygio filled the Radial Straits.

“Hellfire,” Laine murmured, eyes wide, as the kraken followed up with a great spray of noxious liquid from some concealed gland, causing Stygio to roar in pain. A moment later, I’Vakatawa lurched forward again, this time slithering around Stygio’s sword arm and squeezing until he was forced to drop the blade. It crashed enormously into the sea.

Stygio punched the kraken once, twice, three times, but his fist disappeared into the soft, watery mass of the thing’s flesh, unable to find bones to break or organs to pulverise. Unbalanced and blinded, he staggered backwards and crashed into the Straits, and submerged.

“Ohhh,” Laine groaned. He looked to the rocky beach of the Pupil; then he looked back to the kraken; then back to the beach again.

“Ohhh, shit,” he said with profound dismay. Realisation curdled in his gut like a cupful of molten iron.

They were going to have to do something.

He cast an eye over the remnants of his crew. So many dead, so many injured, all of them exhausted. Fewer than seventy remained, barely enough to man the sails, let alone the guns too. But what was the alternative? Let the world succumb to catastrophe?

“All hands stand by to make sail!” he roared.

This order was met with incredulity.

“You can’t be serious?” Canek called back to him.

“Haul up the main and set the coursers and foretopmast staysail!”

“Captain!”

“Ready about! Stations for stays!” he roared. Still no sign of Stygio; but that blasted leviathan was still there, wallowing about the heavy grey swell. Laine had to keep wiping rainwater and saltwater out of his face where it cascaded over the side of the ship. This was some of the foulest weather he had ever sailed in, with a third of the men he needed. All about them, stricken vessels wallowed and took on brine.

He watched the weather leeches of the sails, waiting for them to start shaking. “A good full for stays, Ms Canek.”

“Aye, Captain,” she replied, shaking her head, fingers white against the spokes of the helm.

“Ease down.”

She put the wheel down slowly, in a controlled manner, spoke by spoke, even as waves crashed over the deck and hands were cast loose from the yards. The Hyena was barely moving now. The sailors were easing off the jib sheets without him having to give the order. It preoccupied them, he supposed.

“Helm’s a-lee,” Canek shouted above the howling wind.

Laine squinted, hand automatically reaching for his spyglass, though he had lost it a long time before. The kraken was fussing over something, sitting in an enormous pool of red water where it was bleeding from its ripped tentacle. But, like some enormous magickal starfish, it seemed that the ragged blubbery flesh of the amputated limb was self-healing.

Vitality was returning to the leviathan.

The bow of the Hyena swung into the wind, digging deep into the chop, which filled the lower decks with water. They were sluggish now, more at risk of being capsized than anything else. The ship was taking on far too much water, and with no one to man the pumps, they had perhaps quarter of an hour before she lay on the bottom of the Jade Sea.

He watched as the hands eased off the lee fore brace and top bowline.

“Tacks and sheets,” he said.

“Rise tacks and sheets!” Canek shouted above the gale. She had to repeat it after getting a mouthful of brine. Another gun cut loose and went over the side; fortunately there was no one for it to take with it this time.

Laine had his eye on the weather gauge now, as the Hyena was buffeted by the wind and waves. Still no sign of Stygio, a thought he had never considered would enter his brain. Was that damn thing keeping him under?

“Haul taut!” he shouted. They were having to improvise now, with nothing above the maintop. They still had the mainyard sitting below the splintered section of mast, which was a piece of good fortune, otherwise they’d not be able to tack at all – at least not in these conditions. It was a testament to the skill of his crew that they had managed to bring the ship around.

“Take over, Ms Canek,” he said, moving down to the quarterdeck. “Ms Monteiro! Seven hands, if you please, and some powder here!”

“Aye, sir!” she shouted, and bustled off. Unlike the other hands, she’d had some experience of the afterlife, and seemed to have kept her head better than most.

Laine stood by a starboard gun just abaft the main companionway, one of the few remaining serviceable cannon on the quarterdeck. It was not long before he had a gun crew assembled – or as good a one as they could make from the people they had left.

“What are you waiting for? Cast it loose!” he snapped as they stood waiting for instruction. To their credit, they did so, though they all thought him completely mad.

“Load!”

In went the swab, and then the powder cartridge and ball, both rammed home. And as Canek continued to have the ship short-tacked back across the straits, where the swell and the weather worsened, the crew, who had thus far been preoccupied with making sail, finally appreciated what they were doing.

“You don’t mean to engage it, Captain?” one of the hands said as the motley gun crew took the strain on the tackles to keep the gun carriage tight against the ship’s side.

“Quiet there!” Monteiro said, and Laine flashed a brief, prideful smile at the young midshipman. There was a lieutenancy in her future.

“I mean to do something,” he growled.

Canek and the hands skilfully weaved the ship through the waves. They were now the only man-o’-war in the Straits doing anything that was not reefing sails, putting ashore or dropping anchor. They were also perhaps five short minutes away from sinking.

Laine attached the gunlock and cocked it, and took the lanyard in his hand. Ahead of them, the enormous bulk of the kraken sat astride Stygio’s neck, throttling the life out of the demigod.

“By Nema,” Monteiro murmured.

“It is by Nema that we prevail,” Laine replied. He missed Father Eugenius in that moment; the man would have been able to offer some words of wisdom, and probably some choice naturalist morsels on the kraken. He had no idea where the priest had got to – almost certainly killed in the chaotic madness of the battle.

The Hyena smashed through the waves, which were now easily fifteen feet high, whilst the wind was blowing a gale. This cannon shot was likely to be the last thing he and the crew would ever achieve.

“Five hundred,” Monteiro said.

“Steady,” Laine replied.

The Hyena shouldered on.

“Four-fifty.”

They were not just contending with the waves churned up by the storm; the kraken and Stygio, two leviathans each hundreds of feet tall, were creating a vast frothing void just beneath the surface, crazed currents and heavily aerated water which caused the frigate to buck dramatically, sometimes exposing half her copper to the air as she was tossed around like a toy.

Laine could see now that the Stygion themselves had rallied somewhat, and caught brief glances of blackfish dorsals and armoured mer-men as they dipped amongst the waves and spray with their spears and blowpipes and suicidal bravery. He felt a sense of kinship with them then, and urged them on, two nations of people united by common cause.

Even as the Hyena closed with the kraken, he felt his fear melting away, at peace with himself and his mission.

He crouched down and lined up the shot.

“Three hundred,” Monteiro said, gripping the rail.

“Used to be that the only gods I prayed to were the steel gods,” Laine murmured, eyeing the gun.

Canek continued to perform miracles keeping the Hyena abaft of the kraken.

“Two-fifty!” Monteiro screamed as the leviathan loomed ahead. Laine searched its enormous, barnacle-encrusted cliff-face bulk for a suitable target.

He waited until they rode the next wave; and then, in the trough, just as they were coming back up again, he triggered the gunlock.

A solitary spike of white smoke erupted over the Straits, and was quickly whisked away by the gale. The ball streaked across the gap, in the air for barely a second before it smashed plum into the kraken’s eyeball.

Nothing could prepare them for the thunderous roar of rage which erupted from the beast. It lurched wildly to the right, its blackwood-thick tentacles uncoiling. A moment later, an enormous hand and arm erupted from the water, gripped the thing’s wrecked eye socket, and tore a chunk of its face off.

Laine couldn’t breathe from terrified exhilaration as Stygio erupted, helmetless, from the depths, freed from the frenzied ministrations of the vacated kraken. He wept as the avatar’s head and face were revealed – a man, bearded with marine growth, very much in keeping with the many woodcut prints Laine had seen in his copy of the Neman Creed.

The avatar bellowed his rage, his armour torn from his body by the shield-sized suckers on the kraken’s tentacles, great red welts around his neck and arms. Now Stygio waded through the frothing water and retrieved his sword, and sliced off several more tentacles. Laine watched as untethered white sharks gorged on them in a feeding frenzy, tearing off strips of magick-infused blubber.

“Captain!” he heard Canek shout for what must have been the fifth or sixth time.

He turned sharply, suddenly aware that the Hyena was beginning to founder.

“Fuck and blast. Reef the sails! Drop anchor, all hands to the pumps!”

A moment later, the ship lurched violently to larboard as the leviathan smashed into the water barely a hundred feet away. Laine could see where the cannon had done its deadly work, lodging a roundshot deep in the thing’s brain. It seemed to have crazed the beast even further.

He pulled his pistol out of his sash, and then remembered it was carrying more water than a scuttlebutt.

“Give me a sword!” he shouted, once again profoundly annoyed that Rainer had stolen his. A cutlass was thrust into his outstretched hand, just as one of the thrashing tentacles smashed the bowsprit off the Hyena and catapulted several sailors from the yards and shrouds into the sea. Laine himself was thrown against what remained of the mainmast, the wind knocked from him.

And then Stygio reared above the kraken, his hand closing over its wrecked face. With his other hand, he brought his enormous sword down directly through the beast’s brain. There was a great crunch of bone as the blade passed through the top and bottom of its skull; then the demigod of the sea wrenched the weapon to the side, splitting the thing like a crab shell. Hundreds of gallons of jelly-like brain matter filled the frothing sea.

Finally, it was over.







XXXVI

Consecration

“What gives heaven its lustre? ’Tis not soul, but gold.”

GROSSO’S STEEL GODS AND THE MORTAL DIVINE
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Temple of the Divine Mouth

THE HOLY DIMENSION

He wanted to stay in the mouth.

The divine mouth.

The Temple of the Divine Mouth.

He wanted to lie still, coiled in its red wetness like a foetus. Not a mouth, but a womb.

But wombs didn’t have teeth.

His hand sang in agony from where the Blood Stone had exploded. Shards of that benighted sorcerous ruby lay deeply embedded in his flesh. They would never be retrieved. He could feel its residual thaumaturgy trying to change and corrupt him.

Von Oldenburg lay prostrate at the threshold of the same enormous oesophageal void he had seen in the Temple of Nema. The demonic rage of Ramayah radiated up from its depths. Broken memories of what had come to pass in the Eye of the Sea filled his overtaxed brain. The idiotic and disgusting Rakk. The clash of uncontrollable thoughts. A stew of bizarre foreign urges and impulses.

In front of him, two figures stood.

“Tanis,” the leftmost figure gasped. It took von Oldenburg a moment to realise it was the burnt man – and another moment to see that he was being gripped by the throat. “How good to see you again.”

YOUR MEDDLING IS DONE, CLAVER. YOUR MASTER HAS FAILED TO OPEN THE EYE, the gripper said. He stood two heads taller than von Oldenburg, and was clad in golden armour shrouded in a cloak of cream-coloured cloth. Blue eyes glowed behind an expressionless haloed plate of white enamel – a simulacrum of a human face.

A Shrine Guardian. One of Nema’s archangels.

The burnt man – “Claver” – struggled ferociously. As he did so, his skin cracked like sunbaked mud, and flakes of ash tumbled free from his face and neck. “I wouldn’t be so sure,” he grunted. “We have other prospects.”

RUN BACK TO YOUR PRINCE, SNAKE. TELL HIM HIS ASSAULT ON THE FASTNESS OF HEAVEN WILL FAIL –

The Shrine Guardian paused, and turned to von Oldenburg.

YOU.

“Look to the death of the Savaran aspect!” Claver screeched suddenly. “It shall herald your ascendancy! Claim the Imperial throne and fulfil your destiny in the name of the Prince of Blood!”

The Shrine Guardian bellowed his rage. Claver discorporated in a great cloud of black smoke.

The scene dissolved.

Von Oldenburg awoke.

“What did you say, my lord?” Archpatria Hudák asked him next to his bed.

“What? Where am I? What happened?” von Oldenburg spluttered as he resurfaced to consciousness.

He looked around, blinking in confusion, to see that he was in a private chamber in what was obviously a physician’s establishment. His window had a northern aspect; he could see the Poor King’s Bridge, and beyond the Imperial Corn Exchange.

“You are in Saint Slavka the Martyr Hospital,” Hudák said, confirming what he’d already guessed. “I’m afraid you’ve lost several fingers.”

Von Oldenburg looked to his bandaged left hand – and thank goodness it had been his left – to see that the explosion of the Blood Stone had indeed claimed two of his fingers and his thumb.

“Blasted fucking thing,” he grumbled.

“You were talking just now. You said something about the death of a Savaran aspect. Forgive me, my lord, but that is not something I would have expected you to know about.”

“I don’t know anything about anything,” von Oldenburg grumbled. His head was in agony. He felt as though he were in the grip of the worst hangover of all time. “Fetch me some water. And opia.”

“Just here, my lord.”

He reached over to the bedside table, snatched up the pewter tankard there, and saw off a pint of water, wincing in pain as he did so.

“What day is it? What time is it? What happened with the ritual?”

“It’s just gone the eleventh bell. The ritual took place yesterday. I’m sorry to say the Blood Eye is destroyed.”

For a moment von Oldenburg was back in the Radial Straits, in the dark deep of Maka, the Eye of the Sea yawning below him.

The Eye calls to the Eye!

Except it didn’t. Not any more.

“Forgive my impertinence, my lord; but the death of the Savaran aspect. Where did you hear that?”

“The burnt man. ‘Claver’. He told me in the Temple of the Divine Mouth just now. Why? What is it?”

Hudák did not quite know what to make of this sentence, and took a moment to reply. “The God Father, Savare – Nema’s husband – is said to have many aspects. The Jaguar, the Bull, the Elephant, the Man—”

“I don’t give a winged fuck,” von Oldenburg said. “Just tell me what it means.”

Hudák thought some more. “Was that all you were told?”

Von Oldenburg shrugged, and at the pain in his shoulders and neck, immediately wished he hadn’t. “The death of a Savaran aspect shall herald my ascendancy. I’m supposed to claim the Imperial throne.”

“… And do you mean to?”

“Yes,” von Oldenburg grunted. He was profoundly exhausted. “Yes, I mean to.”

Hudák drew himself up. “Then we shall read the auguries. And make the necessary spiritual preparations.”

“Speaking of necessary spiritual preparations, have you finalised the form of the liturgy for the ETS?”

“We are finalising the precise nature of the sacrament.”

Von Oldenburg endured a frenzy of recollections in which he drank the blood and ate the flesh of his many murder victims. “It should revolve around consumption.”

“Yes. That was our thinking, too.”

“Probably of flesh. Or at least blood.”

Hudák paused. “The Neman Church has historically been very opposed to blood rite, since it has been a manner of pagan worship. I think that would be a difficult thing to—”

“You are not to present me with difficulties.”

“No, my lord Ecclesiarch.”

“Make it the blood of a deer if that is easier for the people to swallow.” Von Oldenburg laughed then, at his own pun, before coughing violently. “I wish to speak to the Legionary Prefect. Find him and send him to me.”

“Yes, my lord,” Hudák replied, and left quickly, pleased to be dismissed.

Several hours of painful unconsciousness later, and von Oldenburg was roused once more to find Gold standing over him.

What gives heaven its lustre? ’Tis not soul, but gold.

“You wished to see me, my lord?”

Von Oldenburg noticed that a fresh pot of boiled water had been provided, and he saw that off too. “In what state is the city?”

“Calm. Unchanged. The industrialists have formed a ‘merchant consortium’; they wish to speak with you about contracts for the Casimiran territories.”

“Greedy cunts,” von Oldenburg chuckled. “And the Empress? Where is she?”

“In the Imperial Palace, I suspect.”

“Hm. It is time to conclude this business.”

Gold – thick, stupid, asinine Gold – made a thick, stupid, asinine noise. Von Oldenburg fought down the urge to kill him.

“We must seize the organs of government. Dissolve the Senate. Prepare the city for consecration.”

Gold made an incredulous noise. “But my lord, you said—”

“I know what I said. So what? Who fucking cares what I said?”

“You mean to seize the throne?”

“It is the only way to ensure our salvation.”

“I… At the risk of sounding foolish…”

“Not so much a risk as a certainty.”

“… I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”

“I do not need you to understand. Just continue to follow my instructions and both of us will profit greatly.”

“Profit, my lord?”

Von Oldenburg let a great paroxysm of rage wash through him before he responded. He had to remind himself that Gold needed to be handled like a small child, and could not be trusted with complex ideas.

“Spiritually, Prefect. Spiritually.”

“I see.”

“Just arrest the Empress,” von Oldenburg murmured tiredly. Thoughts of strapping the woman to a cross in the centre of Assembly Square and tearing the jaw off her head filled his mind’s eye in a great psychic spasm.

He nodded to himself. “Yes. The consecration shall be an appropriately terminal coda to the House of Haugenate.”
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Aegraxes turned away from the figurine of Tanis on the chessboard, and watched as the Herald slowly dry-vomited up another flag. In spite of his revulsion, he could not help but lean forward, trying to make out the image on it.

“Well? What is that?” His dead snake-head squinted. “Some sort of bird man? A flying city?”

The Herald unfolded the flag and examined it. “Tenger,” he replied, shaking his head.

“Tenger? The Sky Nation? Truly?”

“Something is wrong.” He stood to leave. “I must return to Qua immediately.”

“I shall come with you.”

“Quickly, then,” the Herald replied, and they hurried out of the castle.
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Lyzander had been walking for several days before he saw the first sign of civilisation. Thoughts of Yelena, Broz, Alistair, the Knackerman had all long faded from his mind, until the entire sorry episode felt more like a memory of a dream. Now, nothing preoccupied his brain beyond the endless setting of one foot in front of the other.

This was a curious place, one that in some ways felt like the City of Sleep: devoid of life – of the processes of life – a place where there was no air to breathe, no sun, no wind, no sound. Either side of him, an enormous ravine of red stone reared up into the sky. Carved into its walls were the remnants of what looked like ancient temples; ornate balustrades leading into dark, infinite empty chambers. Above each was a lantern. Some flickered with light, others were dark and dead.

Onwards he walked, his footsteps sliding, chafing, crunching in that canyon. Above, the sky remained an impenetrable mustard-yellow, featureless and hazy, promising nothing except endless nothing.

Ahead, the canyon broadened out, flowing around a hill atop which was a vast fort. Its walls stood a hundred feet proud of the outcrop upon which was set its foundations, the whole, endless structure comprised of a baffling motley of architectural stylings. In parts it had the same kind of Inalabric architecture one would find in Qasr Qaresh – domes, minarets, ornate geometric patterns and pavilions – but other sections were more typical of Sova and the rest of the continent. More still were entirely alien to him.

He approached, leaving the canyon walls behind. It seemed that the fort had been placed deliberately at the end of the canyon; ahead was a featureless plane of rock which was engulfed in haze after a quarter of a mile. Either side, the walls of the canyon opened up into an enormous bight, which touched the horizon in either direction.

At the foot of the outcrop was a large open gate. He walked through, and into a labyrinthine sequence of corridors cut into the casemates. He moved constantly and heedlessly, feeling concurrently lost and yet drawn to a single point at the top of the fort, where he ended up after perhaps another day or two of walking. Here, even at this elevation, he could see nothing beyond what he had seen at ground level. Behind him, the canyon snaked back through two infinite planes of rock, like a crack in a gigantic terracotta tile.

He approached the nearest wall and stood next to an artillery piece – a big brass thirty-six-pounder. He rested his hand on it, and then took it away; the thing was covered in a layer of gritty red dust half an inch deep.

“Where am I? What is this place?” he asked the empty air.

He noticed then a pavilion set into the fort above, a sort of small glasshouse which formed the highest point of this part of the structure. He walked back across the flagstones, and ascended a staircase which cut up into its floor. There, sitting at a table and poring over a pile of mathematical and astrological charts, was Ozolinsh.

“Azura?”

She glanced up from her charts and regarded him for a few moments. She looked ancient and dusty, and it took a long time for some semblance of recognition to cross her features.

“Jo-seph,” she said eventually, as though it were a foreign word.

He moved forward and pulled her into an embrace, which she did not return. Then, holding her at arm’s length, he said, “You can walk.”

“Yes,” she said, again confused, looking down at where she stood unaided.

“What is this place? How did we get here? Why don’t you remember me?”

“I do remember you,” she said, though it sounded unconvincing. “It’s been… how many years?”

Lyzander took a step back, feeling dazed. But then he thought about his journey here. How long had he been trudging through that canyon? It was impossible to tell. Days? Weeks? Months?

Years?

And yet…

The Knackerman.

He remembered the fight in the engineering headquarters.

He shook his head. The memories refused perception, trickling from his brain like water off a mallard.

“I saw you… We were together…”

He looked around, through the glass at the haze in the distance, and then the canyon behind.

“Azura, where are we?”

“The Fort at the End of Time.”

“I need to get back. We need to get back.”

“There is no going back,” she said, and returned to her charts.

“Azura!”

She did not look up from the table as she spoke. “This is it, Joseph. The end of everything. There is no going back.”
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Renata watched as the lifeless body of I’Vakatawa slowly slipped below the waves; and then, to both her and Sina’s surprise, Stygio followed. The great avatar, spent, pitched backwards, shrinking before their eyes. By the time he hit the water, he had halved in size.

<Quick!> Renata said in Loxica, diving back into the water. She swam frantically out to where Teulia waited, and gripped her right pectoral fin. The great white, sped along by Sina’s channelling powers, cut through the wreckage of the battle – the destroyed tether forts, the shipwrecks, flotsam and jetsam, and hundreds of corpses – whilst above, the unnatural storm subsided as quickly as it had started.

They reached the body of Stygio. Renata noted with astonishment that it was Kaito Kuroda. Already Captain Laine was there, having dived into the water from the Hyena, and was hooking his arms under the lifeless form of the onmyoji. Between the three of them – Renata, Sina and Laine – they attached Kuroda to Teulia’s saddle and rushed him back to the Pupil. There, Laine and Renata manhandled him onto the rocky beach.

“That was Kuroda?!” Laine shouted incredulously.

Renata ignored him. “Help! Help us!” she shouted up to the walls of the nearest fort. “Physician! We need a physician, quickly!”

“Never mind that,” Laine muttered, and immediately began mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.

“What in heaven’s name are you doing?” Renata asked.

“Saving his life,” Laine replied between breaths.

Renata watched, fascinated, as Laine pressed his mouth entirely over the onmyoji’s lips and exhaled sharply; watched as Kuroda’s chest physically rose as though he were breathing by himself; watched, fascinated, as Laine roughly shoved the man onto his left side and pounded him on the back, before rolling him back over and compressing his chest over and over and over again. He continued this incredible sequence of treatments for several minutes.

“Come now, Mr Kuroda! Come now!” he shouted, slapping the onmyoji sharply about the face. “Come now, Mr Kuroda, there’s a good fellow!”

To Renata’s astonishment, Kuroda began to suddenly cough and splutter, and heaved up a great lungful of briny sputum.

“That’s it! That’s it!” Laine shouted triumphantly, forcing him into a sitting position. There, Kuroda continued to cough, and suck gross, rattling breaths into his ruined lungs.

“By Nema Victoria,” Renata said as Laine roughly massaged the man’s back. She looked up to see a physician running from the fort, medical case in his hand.

“You did it, Mr Kuroda,” Laine continued. “Rest now, there’s a good chap. Rest now. ’Tis all done with now.”
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There was such a burden of administration in the wake of the battle that it was difficult to know where to begin – not least because there was no formal Sovan command structure in place. Captain Laine, mostly by virtue of the fact that he was still alive, became the de facto commanding officer of the Jade Sea fleet; whilst Captain Boucher, who had thankfully survived, took her place as his opposite number vis-à-vis the remaining Casimiran forces.

Renata, as well as being the formal ambassador plenipotentiary to the mer-men, also assumed the role of lieutenant governor of the Iris Isles, a territory which had, for the longest time and by treaty, been formally neutral and uninhabited.

Those remaining mer-men were warded against the mind rot, and the surviving thralls, docile and untethered following the intervention of Stygio, were killed out of hand. The Thrice Queen had been severely – perhaps fatally – injured in the battle, and the ambassador, Sina, had assumed interim control of the wounded kingdom.

<It seems as though the Blood Stone has been destroyed> she said a few days later. Renata was hovering in shallow water just off the coast of the Pupil. There, a dozen surviving Sovan and Casimiran ships had dropped anchor or been beached for salvage. To Renata’s delight, the Hyena had miraculously survived the encounter, though Laine remarked that she was no longer seaworthy and would likely be broken down for scrap.

On the beach itself, thralls had been piled up to be burnt, whilst the groaning mass of survivors, sailors and soldiers alike, were tended to by harried physicians.

<How do you know?> Renata asked.

<I don’t. Muirgen told me. He and the Conclave were able to tell. Some… avatar of von Oldenburg was able to make a conduit between himself and his body in Sova. Muirgen sensed the destruction of the Blood Stone when it was touched to the Isema>

<What’s that?>

<It’s the psychic attenuator that connects the mortal plane to the afterlife. It can be induced to open the Eye of the Sea, but it requires carefully spoken incantations and a significant power source. I know not what happened during the battle, but von Oldenburg’s avatar simply created an uncontrolled conduit> She shrugged. <Either the incantations failed, or the Blood Stone did. Perhaps both>

<By Nema>

<Hm. Such hubris. Only a madman would have attempted such a thing>

<There is no question of his madness> Renata murmured. <What I am worried about was that he was able to get here in the first place>

<The Rakk helped him. They have knowledge of the ancient blood magicks. And, like von Oldenburg, the patronage of Ramayah>

<We shall have the Spear of Vangrid soon. And thereby the means to stop him – if he should attempt to try anything again>

<I hope you are right>

Renata floated in silence for a while, letting the cold currents tug at her limbs.

<What do you mean to do now?> she asked Sina.

<Reinforce Maka. As a fortress it is hopelessly outmoded> She thought for a moment. <I fear we may have to try and rehabilitate the Rakk. I’Vakatawa is dead. The Thrice Queen is gravely wounded. Many of our best Spears are gone. We have prevented calamity in the afterlife, but at the cost of the strength of the Stygion nation>

<I will do what I can to help you rebuild. Our strength lies in friendship and alliance>

<I agree with you, Renata, but most Stygion do not>

There was a pause as they both looked over to the depths, where Stygion moved around the damaged tether forts, shipwrecks and broken remains of Maka.

<What will you do now?> Sina asked.

<I need to head back to Sova> Renata replied, thinking of von Oldenburg, the task force, the mess she had left behind. <I fear we have solved one problem only to be presented with another>

<What of the onmyoji?>

<I believe he plans to take Captain Laine to Tsukumo. There is more to learn. More to do. The Great Silence has not been stopped. The Vorr have not been stopped. We have won a battle, but not the war. Not yet>

She paused as the water crackled with telepathy. Teulia swam in tight, agitated circles behind them.

<What is it now?> Renata asked. She could hear shouting ashore. A tangible cloud of excitement enveloped air and sea alike.

She hurriedly surfaced – and froze, and stared, agape, as several figures descended from the sky.

At first she thought they were angels. They soared down at speed on enormous wings, and landed smoothly on the rocky shore of the Pupil. They looked to have been made in the image of Akhaber, patron saint of siblings; bird-headed hybrids, their thin, unmistakably human bodies covered in down, clawed instead of footed.

Behind them came a solitary man, begoggled and clad in foul-weather garb. He descended, to incredible commotion, in what looked like a flying catboat with a single outrigger—though how it had achieved the means of flight was entirely beyond Renata.

She gathered her wits enough to exit the water and thrash up the beach towards him. Already, Laine, Kuroda and Boucher were congregating. In the Radial Straits, hundreds of Stygion had surfaced, watching proceedings keenly; whilst atop the walls of the Pupil’s bastion fort, astonished Sovan and Casimiran soldiers and sailors crowded.

“I’m looking for a woman called Renata Rainer,” the man said. With his accent, dark skin and distinctive mono-lidded eyes, she would have guessed him to be a plains nomad of the Tegsh Tal.

“Th-that’s… that’s me,” she said incredulously.

“Good,” he grunted. He pulled down the scarf covering his nose and mouth, to reveal a moustached face, ruddy from windscour. “You need to come with me. Now.”

“Who the hell are you?” Laine demanded.

“My name is Ganbold.”

“Who are these people?”

“These are Akhabens,” Ganbold said patiently. “Members of the Sky Nation of Tenger.”

There was a stunned silence.

“Tenger?” Renata breathed. “But Tenger isn’t real.”

“Nothing would please my people more than to let you all continue to believe that. But I can assure you, it is.” Ganbold gestured to the flying catboat behind him. He was obviously uncomfortable with the weight of attention. “Please. There is not much time. One of my feathered friends here will remain as a representative of my people.”

Renata glanced over to the birdman, who was busy preening. “Not much time for what?”

He grunted impatiently. “Something has happened. You have won a great victory here, but cataclysm still approaches – and at speed. It will appear where none of us are expecting it. I am not permitted to reveal the details – you must speak with my mistress, quickly.”

“But—”

“Please, I implore you. Leave everything. The situation is even worse than you believe it to be. We must go at once.”

Renata shrugged, and scoffed helplessly. After all, her life had become a sequence of miraculous – and hellish – revelations. What was one more?

“Ms Rainer!” Laine called after her as she walked towards the flying boat. “Ambassador!”

“I’ll be all right, Jason,” she replied gently. “Go to Tsukumo. Find out what you can. I have a feeling our paths will cross again.”

“I’ll be damned if I don’t share the same feeling,” he muttered. “Good luck to you, Excellency. Go well!”

“And you!” she called back, and found herself climbing aboard the bizarre flying catboat, gripping its sturdy wooden sides, and watching the wide-eyed faces of Laine, Boucher and Kuroda as they disappeared into the distance far,

far,

far below.







Epilogue

Mortal Elements

“What is most baffling to me is that, knowing the afterlife is real, our great preoccupation remains destroying one another in the mortal realm. Surely the machinery of every nation, the spiritual apparatus of every church – fixed with the knowledge that infinity awaits – should be entirely concerned with securing the best possible outcome for every human person ahead of death, rather than the minutiae of the liturgy, which the great demons and angels of state seem not to care about one jot.”

GROSSO’S STEEL GODS AND THE MORTAL DIVINE
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Ayakashi House

SOVA

The red-faced godwit knew where to go, though it did not know why.

It landed on the rooftop perch in the centre of a large, loud, unnatural place.

Inside was the woman who gave it food in exchange for the message in the scroll case attached to its leg. She would put the mealworms in the bucket in front of it, and the red-faced godwit would eat them whilst she took the message.

It had flown for a thousand miles to be at this place, at this time, leaving behind a world of water and fish, of men and women and ships.

The message remained in the scroll case on its leg, unopened, unread. The message spoke urgently of a golden spearhead, and the need to secure and safeguard it, though the red-faced godwit did not and could not know this.

Finally the red-faced godwit noticed the woman on the rooftop. It cawed at her, but she did not move.

The woman was wearing armour, of an age, culture and type insignificant to the bird.

The woman was dead.

The red-faced godwit did not know death in this context – did not know what musket balls were, what they did to old women, even brave ones. The red-faced godwit did not understand the concept of murder. Perhaps if it had seen the old woman put on the armour, take up the sword and run at the men in black coats holding muskets, it might have understood death. Might have understood that the mealworms were not coming.

But it had not seen these things, and so the red-faced godwit did not understand.

It stood on the perch for a while, waiting for the important message to be taken from the scroll case attached to its leg so that the golden spearhead could be made safe.

But no one came, and eventually, hungry after its long journey, the red-faced godwit left, and the message was unread.
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Olwin had never liked Sova. It was loud, and full of people, and enormous. Without Peter, she felt like a piece of driftwood loose on the ocean.

The journey from Vukovskoville to the Imperial capital had been uneventful. She had travelled mostly by night, keeping off the roads. During the day she used her extensive woodsmanship skills to forage, find fresh, uncontaminated water, and shelter.

And grieve.

She grieved for Peter. Not just for him, and the despicable fate he had suffered; she missed him because he represented the last decent chance she had of making sense of the world she had been thrust into.

She kept the Spear with her at all times. She hated it. Simply by touching it, handling it, keeping it on her person, it made her susceptible to all manner of nightmares. Every sleep brought fresh terror; of a tall, handsome man, of a pale, elfin beauty; he murdering her, cutting out her heart…

She would be glad to be rid of it.

She crossed the Myočvaran wetlands to the east and passed through Sungate. She avoided as many people as she could. Her grip on Saxan was middling at best. It meant spending a long time loitering in alleys and doorways, keeping to the back streets and slums. She was hungry, so she spent a little money on street food. Sovan food was plain and stodgy, but there was a Qareshian vendor selling stuffed dates.

She spent all day moving across the city, avoiding the attentions of constables and Yeomen and soldiers – of which there was a great profusion. Every so often she would come across a scene of recent violence; citizens who had been fired upon, or stabbed. There was the telltale human wreckage of grapeshot, whilst gibbets spoke of more measured, deliberate murder. The air was freighted with a sense of frenzy.

Eventually she reached the engineering building. She had hoped to find Renata Rainer, the ambassador – a kind woman who had always been friendly and respectful to Olwin; or failing that, Renata’s lover, the soldier Lyzander.

Instead, the place was empty.

She made her way to her usual vantage point at the very top of the tower, and sat in an open window, looking out over the city. From several hundred feet up, the dusky metropolis looked almost pleasant.

“You’re back.”

She turned sharply. Standing behind her, her face shrouded in shadow, was Yelena Tesařik.

Somewhere in the back of the chamber, Olwin heard the steady drip, drip, drip of some fluid pattering into a pool.

“Jes.”

“Do you have the Spear?”

“Jes,” she said guardedly.

“Tell me of your mission. Where is Peter?”

Olwin relayed the details of the journey through Vratislavbourg into the New East, to the lands of the Kato; Peter’s communion with – and the subsequent death of – the tree-man; their return with the Spear, and the battle against the thralls and the Sovans. Tesařik listened to the account impassively, until the part about Peter’s transformation; at which point, and to Olwin’s surprise and bafflement, she became profoundly vexed.

“A new plaything for Mater Natura,” she muttered bitterly. “A slave, more like. I shall deal with him in due course.”

“What do you mean?” Olwin asked. “Are you talking about Petro?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Tesařik snapped. “Do you have the Spear with you?”

She held out her hand as Olwin unfurled it from its oilcloth, and took it.

WELL, she said, stepping out of the shadows.

Olwin gasped. Yelena’s face was missing. In its place was a tomb plate of burnished gold.

IT SEEMS ALL IS NOT LOST AFTER ALL.

And she threw Olwin out of the window.








The story continues in…

Book THREE of the Great Silence
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Books Build Bright Futures
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+ In 2012, 53% of 9-year-olds read almost every day. Just 10 years later,
in 2022, the number had fallen to 39%.

+ In 2012, 27% of 13-year-olds read for fun daily. By 2023, that number
was just 14%.

Read to children in your life daily.

Model reading as a fun activity.

Reduce screen time.

Start a family, school, or community book club.
Visit bookstores and libraries regularly.

Listen to audiobooks.

Read the book before you see the movie.
Encourage your child to read aloud to a pet or

Together, we
can commit to
Raising Readers
and change

this trend.

How? | stuffed animal.
Give books as gifts.
Donate books to families and communities in need.
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Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com

Sources: National Endowment for the Arts, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
WorldBookDay.com, Nielsen BookData’s 2023 “Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer”
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