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Chapter One
No matter how many times Ulrik went into the Pit it never got any better. His stomach churned. His limbs felt weak. Visions of his own death filled his mind. 
His surroundings did not inspire hope. The walls were mortared blocks of damp ancient stone. Near-exhausted glowglobes flickered in the ceiling. Rusting fetters held huddled prisoners waiting to die. He took a deep breath of air that stank of urine and stale sweat and listened to the low murmur of whispered conversation, of prayer, insults and flat jokes. 
He dilated the pupils of his magically altered eyes; the faces of the other fighters leapt out at him, some scared, some blank, some mad with drug-crazed anticipation. 
“What are you looking at, slit-eye?” said a shaven-headed stranger, his skin marked with the blue dragon tattoos of some street gang. His nose was broken, one of his ears had been half-bitten off. His right hand had been removed and replaced with a demon claw, the product of some fleshgrafter’s transformation vats. It was leathery, four times the size of a normal man’s and ended in razor sharp talons. The weight of it had forced the man’s arm muscles to overdevelop. His left arm looked scrawny and wasted in comparison. His whole body had a lopsided, hunch-backed look.
“I don’t know,” Ulrik said, “but it’s looking back.”
“You don’t scare me.”
“I could change that.”
“Enough, the pair of you,” said Old Moth, the trainer. Sparks flickered as his painwand clattered against the bars. “Save it for when you hit the sand.”
It took all Ulrik’s willpower not to flinch. He knew what that innocuous stick of rune-embossed metal could do and he did not want to be suffering from its effects when he stepped into the Pit. The stranger felt the same way. When Ulrik glanced at him again, he was studying the ceiling above his head, his hands balled into fists. 
The roar of the crowd echoed down the dark tunnel that led to the arena. A bell tolled. Two burly handlers rose from their stools, lifted their painwands and dragged another captive from the holding pen. Moth looked on, his ancient pockmarked face as cold as the surface of the lesser moon. The prisoner was only a boy, half-trained. He screamed as he was hauled out, fighting the handlers. Skin sizzled as painwands bit flesh.
A fool and a coward, Ulrik thought. In his stunned condition the boy would be easy meat. 
The handlers returned, blood specking their black leather tunics and boots. Things were going quickly tonight which did not surprise Ulrik. This ancient, decayed building was not a normal Pit. It was buried in the ruins at the edge of the city, a secret shameful place. This was not an official contest but an illegal one, with no rules, nothing forbidden. The decadent aristocracy of Typhon paid well for such things. 
Tonight men fought with monsters, demons, all the products of the darkest sorcery. Under the circumstances swift, spectacular deaths were not only to be expected but savoured. 
Nervousness tingled in his gut. The only thing he had to look forward to was survival and that meant only another fight. For him the Pit was a death sentence. His right to a portion of the victor’s purse had been denied him as part of his sentence. Those who had pronounced the verdict had intended that he would have no chance to buy freedom for himself. He would fight until he died.
Ulrik clenched his fists tight. His lips twisted into a hard sneer. Screw the bastards; the magistrate who had sold him into slavery, the whole corrupt system that had condemned him. His real crime was never mentioned, and that was being born poor and hungry and not wanting to stay that way, and taking the only way out available to him. He glared around, a trapped animal searching for a way out it would never find.
He raised his heavily muscled arms and inspected his shackles. No change! The slavestone still glowed a gentle green. If he moved too far away from the master stone blazing agony would reduce him to a mewling wreck. He had learned that lesson in the early days after his capture. 
The bell sounded again. The handlers dragged out three more prisoners in quick succession, including the man with the demon claw. Something bestial greeted them with a growl like subdued thunder. A minute later there were screams of pain and the roar of a crowd unable to contain its excitement. Over the last year Ulrik had learned to hate that sound. 
A shadow fell through the bars.
“Master Valerius,” said Moth in tones respectful enough to make Ulrik look round. A cloaked aristocrat and his cat-girl paramour stared back. Behind them were four purple robed bodyguards. Masks and cowls hid the strong-arms’ faces. Stormlances were slung over their backs. They had swords and painwands on their belts. 
The nobleman wore a red scarf wrapped around his forearm marking him as being of the same faction as Moth. His family might even be sponsors of Moth’s fighters so he could expect the privilege of inspecting his champions. His cloak showed a pattern of flickering flames within it. Sometimes the flames formed the face of an elemental that leered or grimaced. The garment had cost more than Ulrik’s life was worth.
Ulrik looked into the aristo’s soft face and was surprised when he did not flinch. There was something disconcerting about the man’s gaze. It seemed to weigh his very soul. Old man’s eyes in a young man’s face, Ulrik thought, and suppressed a shudder at the thought of all the ways a man could acquire a look like that.
The aristocrat’s companion was vat-bred for pleasure by the look of her, her figure perfect and perfectly human save that tawny fur covered her whole body. Her eyes were huge and slit like a cat’s, her ears were pointed and tufted, her teeth were small and sharp. Her only clothing was a leather belt from which hung a few pouches. Her every movement was graceful, languorous and erotic. He was not the only man there staring at her. Slowly and deliberately she rubbed herself against her master’s side. He paid her not the slightest bit of attention. All the while her eyes were fixed on Ulrik’s.
“So this is the famous Ulrik,” the aristocrat said. His voice was light and clear. His finger pointed at Ulrik. The nail had a small rune inscribed on it that radiated magic. Ulrik would have noticed the glow even without his altered eyes. He suppressed another shiver. The man was a wizard. They were always bad news. “He does not look as bad as they say.” 
“He’s a bad one all right, Master Valerius, sir,” said Moth, in his tired huckster’s voice. “A mad dog is our Ulrik. You don’t want to get too close to him. A wastelander and a pirate. Taken by the Cobalt Ravager. Bonded without right of prize, that’s how bad he is. Guess the insurance brokers wanted back some of the money he cost them so they sold him instead of making him burn. He’s killed more than thirty men since he was put in the Pits.”
“He looks like he’s been modified by a fleshcrafter.”
Moth ran his knobbly fingers through his white hair. “Eyes changed, reflexes improved, pain-dampening glands implanted, bunch of other things.”
“I thought he was debarred from receiving prize money. Did you pay for these enhancements yourself?”
“No, sir. He had those when he came to us. Paid for them himself, or to be more accurate, they was paid for by all the poor bastards he robbed.”
“At least he was successful at it.”
“They caught him in the end, sir. Took him and all his crew. He’s killed a few of his own men himself in the Pit since then.”
“His crew?”
“You would never guess it to look at that low forehead, but he was the captain.”
“Good with a sword?”
“You’ll see when he hits the sand, sir.”
“I doubt he’ll beat Lem.”
“You never know, sir,” said Moth. His words were loyal as ever to the Crimson Sky faction. His tone of voice said he agreed with the wizard. 
Ulrik spat on the floor to cover his fear. Lem, he thought. It was a name he had heard before. Lem had fought in the Pit nearly a hundred times, and had used the money to augment himself in many ways. “Lem’s getting old.”
“Lem’s got a new weapon or so I hear,” said the wizard. His gaze measured Ulrik. “Something special cooked up by the wizards of the Black Crab in commemoration of his soon-to-be hundredth victory.”
“He dies tonight,” said Ulrik. Even to himself his voice did not sound very convincing. The roar of the crowd echoed down the access tunnels. The bell sounded again. Moth got to his feet and gestured to the handlers. They stood by the door, standing with their painwands ready, as Moth fumbled with the bunch of keys at his belt. 
“Best be going if you want to watch the big fight, Master Valerius. Sounds like we’ll be hitting the sand soon.”
“What’s the cost of this man’s bond,” the wizard asked, as he turned to leave. It looked like an afterthought or idle curiosity. 
“Nine hundred and seventy-four denarii , sir,” said Moth. “You wouldn’t want to buy him though. His sort is only good for the Pit. Like I said, sir, a mad dog.”
“You must have a lot of crimes staining your soul,” said Valerius. 
Ulrik glared at him. “So must you.”
The wizard unsheathed the blade on his belt. It was made of crystal. Light flickered along its length. “You know how to use one of these?” the wizard asked.
Valerius’s sword was not Ulrik’s usual scimitar, a weapon forged from steel scavenged from the old dead cities of the wastelands. This was a product of sophisticated wizardry. “An elemental blade? I’ve handled one,” Ulrik replied.
“Use this one,” Valerius said. “You’re going to need it.”
Moth tilted his head to one side. He looked puzzled.
“It’s all right,” said Valerius. “It’s already been blessed by the Master of Ceremonies. He wants a good fight as much as we do. And this is the only way we are going to get one.”
Ulrik was tempted to refuse but he feared that the wizard knew something he did not, and was only trying to do him a favour. He nodded. He was not sure why the man wanted to help him but he would take any aid he could get. 
“Good luck,” said the cat-girl as they headed off out of sight. Her voice was low and throaty. It sounded like a purr.


Moth limped ahead just outside Ulrik’s reach. You did not get to be Moth’s age by taking unnecessary risks. The handlers flanked Ulrik, keeping just behind him where they could strike without exposing themselves and prod him into the pit with their painwands should he prove reluctant. 
As they neared the mouth of the tunnel, Ulrik could feel the voice of the crowd as much as he heard it. The air vibrated like the hawsers of an airship moored in a storm. They were expecting something special. Both Lem and he had a long track record of kills. Both were the First Blades of their factions. He squinted as they exited to the tunnel mouth and entered the lighted circle of the arena. Glowglobes rotated in the air overhead. Beyond them he could see the cracked crystal of the ancient dome that roofed this Pit. Drummers thrashed their instruments. Pipes shrieked. Cymbals clashed. 
The ash-covered sand crunched beneath his boots as he entered the battle circle. This Pit was not big, only about thirty strides across. The crowd were all richly dressed, watched over by bodyguards. They were not the normal sort of mob you saw at a public arena. A lot of money had changed hands to purchase entrance tonight. All eyes looked at him for a moment. The faces held the curiously slack look of people not yet quite sated with blood lust. He spat on the sand and shook his fist at them. They laughed, amused by his defiance.
The two fighter entrances were open to the north and south. The Gate of Victory in the East and the Gate of the Dead through which the loser would be dragged westwards were still locked.
Horns sounded and the drums beat louder followed by a moment of dramatic silence. A massive figure stood silhouetted in the entranceway across from them. 
Ulrik licked his lips. Perhaps he had only a few more minutes to live. He paused to consider for a moment. He had not had the best of lives, but it was the only one he was ever going to get. And there had been good times too- the feel of an airship deck beneath his feet and the sun setting over the wastelands. Anna’s arms around him in the heat of the night. The sight of his first born son cradled in her arms. The evenings he had spent with his children under the glow of the Arch, watching the airships come and go across the ancient ruins of his home port of Hydra. At least soon he might join his family in death.
He pushed such thoughts from his mind, knowing that they were a weakness he could not afford if he were going to come through the next few minutes alive. All of that was gone so far into the past that it might as well have never happened. Now his only reality was this Pit and his only task to live through the next five minutes.
The Master of Ceremonies waited, a great toad of a man. His robes were thick and red as blood. Mystical rings covered his pale chubby fingers. His eyes were those of an ancient lizard, cold and inhuman. The shimmer of a discrete protective enchantment hovered around him.
He spoke, the balloon-like sacs on his throat expanding and contracting as his fleshcraft augmented voice boomed through the building, telling the crowd about Ulrik, his piracy and the names of the famous gladiators he had killed. He commended Ulrik’s soul to the spirits of the Pit according to the old religious rites and then began to speak of Lem. 
It had the sound of an ancient epic, a tale of unbroken victories over mighty foes and unstoppable monsters, of courage overcoming all enemies. Ulrik realised that in this tale, he was cast as the monster and Lem was the one who was going to vanquish him. The crowd roared their approval. They always had more sympathy with a proven winner. It was the Typhonian way.
The Master of Ceremonies drifted closer to begin the ritual inspections, his waddling steps made dainty by the suspensor spells that let him carry his weight easily. He smelled of money and blood and sweat.
The handlers forced Ulrik to his knees in the prescribed fashion, holding him there in the dust before the Master of Ceremonies. He did not fight them. He would need all his strength for the combat to come. The Master of Ceremonies’ flabby hands touched his face. Enchantments flowed from his rings, deactivating the slavestone so that all suspicion of interference might be removed from the fight. 
The shackles fell away. 
Moth stepped forward and presented the Master of Ceremonies with the elemental blade. He inspected it, sliding it from the scabbard. Runes glowed along the crystal, lit by sparks of the universal fire. The fat man nodded and raised his hand. The crowd shouted with pleasure, knowing they were going to see something special, when fighters clashed with magical weapons.
The blade was placed in the dust three paces in front of Ulrik. The handlers held him in position as the Master of Ceremonies waddled over to where Lem stood. 
He had his first good view of his opponent now. Lem was even bigger than Ulrik. His upper body had the inverted pyramid shape of one augmented by muscle grafts. His hair was dyed black. His skin was marked by the black patches of dermal armour grafted to flesh. A bronze demon mask covered his face. He fell to one knee before the Master of Ceremonies before he could be forced down, making it a grand gesture, a courtier presenting himself to a king. The crowd murmured their approval. From the red section came some hissing and some jeers but it was subdued. Even the people who were supposed to be on Ulrik’s side were impressed. 
Ulrik caught sight of the wizard Valerius and his cat-girl. They were seated in the front row elevated booths reserved for the wealthiest and most well-born. The cat-girl gave him a wink. A gasp from Moth brought Ulrik’s attention back to Lem’s sword which the Master of Ceremonies held before him, holding it at arm’s length, between two fingers, as if afraid of being contaminated by holding it closer.
Dread kicked Ulrik in the pit of the stomach. The sword was of black steel. Red runes glowed along its length. It was a thing of dark legend, a demon weapon, a soul-eater. It would feed on the spirit of any man it killed. No one had seen such a blade in decades. They were banned in all civilised nations. 
“Bastard’s got a black blade,” said Moth.
Ulrik tried to surge to his feet but the handlers kept him down
Moth strode forward to protest. Ulrik could see him exchanging angry words with the Master of Ceremonies. He could hear only what the toad-man said. “There is no rule here against their use.”
The crowd too saw what was going on. From the Crimson Sky section came more booing. Some people got up to leave, but over most of the crowd fell an awful and curious hush. They wanted to see what this weapon could do. They were jaded with mere death. They wanted to see something worse.
Moth limped back over to him. In his eyes was the first trace of sympathy Ulrik had ever seen. He spat on the sand as he limped past. “I’m sorry,” he said. “No man should die this way. Take my advice -- when you pick up your sword drive it into your belly.”
The Master of Ceremonies drove the black blade into the ground at the prescribed three paces and then withdrew from the sand. The handlers let Ulrik go and sprinted for the exits. The great gong sounded. The steel gates dropped into place. The crowd screamed in frenzy. 
Ulrik sprang forward towards his blade.






Chapter Two
Ulrik’s fingers tightened around the grip of the blade. He forgot about the crowd. He forgot about his fear. His awareness narrowed until it was focused on Lem. He studied his foe with his altered eyes, searching for weakness, for something he could exploit, for any advantage that would mean life. 
Lem moved with a smooth grace that belied his bulk. Someone had done good work on those grafted muscles. The extra mass did not slow him at all. But it was the black blade that commanded most of Ulrik’s attention. It was the real threat. Its sting meant an eternity of torment as food for the demon bound within. 
Ulrik shuffled forward, blade held ready, moving more slowly than he was capable of, hoping to lull Lem into a false sense of confidence. His foe closed the gap with the controlled movements of the professional, his feet well-spaced for maximum balance, his sword moving back and forth, the red runes leaving a faint blur in the air to Ulrik’s magic-sensitive eyes. 
Lem sprang. 
Ulrik parried and leapt back out of striking distance, and then Lem was on him again, like a cat on a trapped rat, his blade a great claw, swiping at his prey. The crowd’s roar was deafening. Ulrik parried the whirlwind of blows. He even managed a strike of his own, turned by the rock hard skin of Lem’s dermal armour.
They sprang apart after that first exchange, Ulrik breathing hard, his arm aching, and his blade notched in half a dozen places, the near-indestructible ancient crystal chipped by the demonic blade. 
Lem raised his blade in mocking salute. “You will make a worthy century of kills.”
“I see you need a demon blade, old man,” said Ulrik. “Not able to get by on the strength of your arm anymore?”
“I am not even breathing hard. Your brow is covered in sweat. Don’t worry. You won’t have to care about that much longer.” Lem unleashed the full fury of his sword arm; Ulrik retreated, not wanting to slip, unable to stand his ground. Crystal rang against demonic metal. Lem was a master swordsman and the blade made him better than any foe Ulrik had ever faced. Inexorably Lem drove Ulrik all the way back across the Pit until his back pressed against the cool ancient stone. Then he struck the death blow.
Ulrik activated his implant. Alchemical fury poured into his veins. Everything slowed. Lem moved at half speed. Ulrik ducked under his blade and lashed out with his foot, aiming for the groin. Lem half-turned and Ulrik’s blow landed on his armoured leg. It was like kicking a stone column. Ulrik threw himself forward and rolled to his feet, getting himself out of the corner.
“Yours will not be an easy end,” said Lem, moving in for the kill. 
Ulrik knew he had perhaps fifty heartbeats before the alchemicals faded, leaving him weak and numb and easy prey to a swordsman of Lem’s skill. It was always risky using such methods but he had no choice in this fight. His foe was too good for anything else. Lem came on again, confident, powerful, certain of victory. 
“Death! Death! Death!” chanted the crowd. Fear filled Ulrik, enhanced by the drugs in his veins. He exerted his will on the bright crystal weapon. In its mirrored depth cold fire burned. Blue flames erupted along the blade, as the entity within was partially freed. The blaze blinded his foe for a moment and Ulrik lashed out, striking the demon blade from his hand then burying his own into the belly of his foe. Lem groaned and fell forward, stone dead, the burning blade sizzling within his vitals.
 The Master of Ceremonies appeared hovering in the air above them. His amplified voice boomed out; “That was well done.”
 His reptilian eyes turned to Valerius. Silence descended on the Pit. The Master of Ceremonies surveyed the crowd, his arms folded over his huge chest. He spread his arms wide and smiled. “To Ulrik goes the winner’s laurel.”
He spurned the corpse of Lem with his foot. “Take this trash out of here,” he told the handlers.


Ulrik sat in the victor’s chamber, shaking as much from reaction to the fight as from withdrawal from the alchemicals in his veins. Around him the handlers stood watch. Moth leaned against a wall nearby. He was trying to look calm but his tone of voice was elated.
“I thought you were a goner when I saw that black blade, boy. Haven’t seen one in use in near fifty years, not since the Demon Wars. Not things you ever forget though. Evil things. I wonder where the Black Crab found that one. I had heard they were all destroyed- cast back into the Great Abyss.”
His words were just so much meaningless gibbering to Ulrik. He wanted to yell at him, to tell him to shut up but he could not without feeling the sting of a painwand. 
“A lot of Blues will be going home poorer tonight,” said one of the handlers. “Serves them bloody well...”
He fell silent. Ulrik sensed the presence of newcomers and looked up to see Valerius had returned along with his cat-girl and his masked bodyguards. 
“I see you’ve come to congratulate our boy on his victory, sir,” said Moth, all too aware that there might be a tip in this for him from someone who had just won a lot of money gambling. “And to reclaim your blade no doubt. That was a fine thing you did tonight risking it in the ring.”
“You’re too kind,” said Valerius with mocking politeness. “And you have misread my motives. I have come to do you a favour.”
“And how do you propose to do that, sir?”
“I will take this troublesome slave off your hands...for a fair price of course.”
“I am not sure I want to sell, sir. Not after watching him beat Lem.”
“Would ten thousand denarii change your mind?” Silence filled the room. Moth could retire on that sort of money. He licked his lips. Greed warred with caution on his face. Ulrik let his gaze slip to the wizard. His face was smooth, bland, affable.
“Are you planning on starting your own stable of fighters, sir?”
Valerius shook his head. “I have something else in mind.”
Ulrik did not like the sound of that. There were many unpleasant reasons why a wizard would purchase a slave- as an offering to a patron demon, to use his blood and heart in alchemical rites, to have him broken up for spare parts. The organs of even unsuccessful pit fighters were said to trade at great prices on the black market. He wished he could read what was going on behind the smooth blank mask of the wizard’s features. He wished he knew what Moth was thinking.
“Fifteen thousand might do,” the old man said. 
“Ten thousand is my first and only offer,” said the wizard. His tone was amiable but brooked no haggling. “You have five heartbeats to decide whether you wish to accept it.”
“I will take it.”
“Have the papers drawn up immediately. I want this man delivered to the Tower Karnak tonight.”
Ulrik’s heart sank. House Karnak had the darkest reputation of any ancient family in Typhon, and its wizards were famed for their depravity and evil. He considered hurling himself at the wizard but exhaustion and the futility of it overcame him. 
He lay down on the bench and stared at the ceiling, wondering if it might have been better if he had thrown himself on his sword at the start of the fight.


“Why am I here?” Ulrik asked, trying not to be daunted by the strangeness of his surroundings. They fitted the popular idea of a mad wizard’s laboratory. Massive sorcerous engines of chrome and brass loomed all around him. Trapped lightning elementals pulsed within huge glass spheres, sometimes mere dancing lightning bolts, sometimes forming crude outlines, human in shape. 
“Because I have need of your services,” said Valerius. His voice was smooth and compelling. Ulrik feared sorcery even though there was nothing he could do about it.
A monstrous machine filled one wall. Within it huge cogwheels turned, mighty pistons rose and fell, strange substances pulsed through pipes of crystal. 
“You thinking of running a school of gladiators?” A corpse floated in a large translucent jar of preservative. Only when it opened its eyes did Ulrik realise that it might still be alive or perhaps undead. The air smelled of ozone and alchemicals. Ulrik wondered where the cat-girl had gone. She had seemed amiable, and at the moment even the face of a pretend friend would have been welcome.
“Alas, nothing so profitable”
“What do you require my services for?”
“I will answer your questions in good time. For the moment it will be sufficient that you step into this machine. If you would be so kind...” 
With one glittering hand Valerius gestured to a metal sarcophagus, mounted in the side of the huge engine. A number of copper cables ran from it to the elemental spheres. A massive dais-mounted console was attached to it. Levers protruded from its sides. Ulrik hesitated. 
Valerius said: “I did not pay ten thousand denarii just to do you harm. Please get in. We do not have all night. Surely you are not afraid...?”
The compulsions woven into the sorcerer’s voice took effect. Ulrik would not have his courage questioned by this perfumed popinjay even if he was in the man’s power. He strode towards the machine and lowered himself into it. 
Valerius twisted a ring on his finger and the slave bracelet on Ulrik’s arm pulsed, holding him immobile, washed in a soft bath of euphoria. Despite all his efforts he was not capable of moving even his little finger. Valerius fastened leather straps across his chest and then pulled a lever on the side of the coffin. It swung into an upright position. Cogwheels on its side turned. Power crackled through the cables. The ozone stink increased. 
Valerius twisted a knob on the dais in front of him. Brass needles slid from the nodes in the walls and pierced Ulrik’s skin. There was a soft sucking sensation as blood drained out into the clear tubing. A glowing sphere rose from the dais.
“There’s no need to worry, this is just a test,” said Valerius. “Despite what you may have heard about House Karnak we are not blood drinkers. Not all of us, anyway.”
He twisted his ring once again, and Ulrik found he could speak. “What are you doing?”
Valerius touched the sphere in front of him. Ectoplasm flowed from it, congealing into the floating figure of a man. It took Ulrik a few heartbeats to realise that the figure was himself. Valerius muttered something and made a gesture over the crystal sphere. It glowed and the figure changed, the outer skin becoming translucent. His veins and muscles were evident and some dark spots in his head and chest where implants had been placed.
“Nice fleshwork,” said Valerius. “It must have cost you a pretty penny.”
“My share of the cargo of a Typhonian merchant cruiser,” said Ulrik to needle him.
“No sense in skimping when it comes to this sort of thing,” said Valerius. “You always pay for cheap work in the end. The possibilities for complications are endless.”
“I’ll bear that in mind,” said Ulrik.
“The eyes in particular are top-notch. Keyed to let you penetrate through illusions, notice spells and see in the dark by the looks of them. Have I missed anything out?”
“Your engine seems to be doing a good job.”
“Splendid! I must say this is a bonus. I was not expecting such sophisticated stuff in a sky pirate. It just goes to show; you should take nothing for granted. Every day you learn something new.”
“You said you would tell me why I was here.”
“I need a bodyguard.”
“Your House seems to be adequately provided with them.”
“As is often the case in this evil old world, appearances are deceptive.”
“The men who brought me here seemed real enough.”
“They are House Guards,” said Valerius twisted another knob. Somewhere something gurgled in the pipes. Ulrik feared that it was his blood.
“I don’t see what difference that makes.”
“They are loyal to House Karnak, not to me personally. A few days ago an assassin managed to get past them. He came very close to killing me. I have reason to suspect that they were bribed to allow this to happen.”
“You are saying your House has enemies wealthy enough to buy off your guards?”
“No. I have enemies within my own House. My position is rather delicate. I am not a very important member of the family but I have relatives who for their own reasons want me dead.”
“Why would they would want to do that?” asked Ulrik.
“It’s remarkable how nasty petty jealousies can turn when you have relatives as spoiled as mine. Some people see you as a threat. Some resent a simple jest you played on them in your misspent youth. Some suspect you, quite incorrectly, of wishing to have them eliminated and become heir yourself.”
“You have no such ambitions, of course.”
“Hardly. I have enough money for my researches, enough interesting duties to perform for my House, to which I can assure you I am quite devoted despite the ill-conceived malice of my kin. I am happy with my place in life. Let others negotiate commercial contacts or seek political advantage. I already have what I want.”
“But some of your relatives do not see things that way...”
“Your grasp of the situation is sound.”
“And you want me to protect you from these people.”
“No, I want you to protect me from the people they send to kill me. And anybody else who might attempt it, for that matter.”
Ulrik considered this. It sounded like it would not be any less dangerous than fighting in the Pit. Valerius had powerful enemies.
“You will not find me ungrateful. I am quite attached to my life, poor, worthless thing as it might seem to others.” Valerius did not sound like a man commanding a slave, but like a merchant negotiating a deal. Ulrik guessed that the wizard wanted his willing co-operation.
“How grateful would you be?”
“Your life will be quite luxurious when you were not protecting mine. There could be wine, women, narcotics... whatever you wish.”
“I want my freedom.”
“Even that might be arranged… eventually.”
“How eventually?”
Valerius stroked his moustache as he considered the matter. “Let us say that if I survive the next ten years, I will make you a freedman at the end of it.”
“Five.”
“My dear fellow, you are not really in a position to haggle.” This was said with the same daunting imperiousness with which Valerius had treated Old Moth’s attempt to negotiate a better price. Ulrik refused to back down without testing the waters though.
“But you want my best efforts on your behalf.” Ulrik did not really care all that much at this point. He just wanted to make a show of negotiating. At some point in the not too distant future he would be able to find a way to escape from Valerius’s clutches. He would worry about the consequences when they came.
“Very well. Let us say seven years. Now I have to make a few more adjustments to this machine. Please be still for a moment.”
As soon as Valerius pulled the lever, Ulrik knew something was wrong. The trapped lightning elementals roared. Needles of ice plunged into his veins. He felt as if he had been skewered through multiple points in his skin. Agony lanced his brain. Darkness rolled in from the edge of the universe and he fell into an infinity of darkness, howling.






Chapter Three
When Ulrik woke there was a warm body beside him. When he opened his eyes he saw the cat-girl and caught her faint musky scent. “What are you doing here?” he asked.
“Waiting for you to wake up.” She leaned forward and stroked his forehead gently with her fingers. Her fur made the contact strange.
“Why?”
“I am curious about you.” She looked down into his face with those fierce alien eyes. Her pupils were slit, like those of a cat.
“We both know what curiosity did,” he said.
 The bed was bigger than the quarterdeck of some airships he had served on. He had never lain on anything so soft in his life. On the ceiling mural, men fought with squid-faced demons while indifferent gods looked on. 
His whole body ached. A devil banged on his skull with a hammer. His limbs felt as weak as a new-born babe’s. He hated the feeling of helplessness almost as much as he hated being enslaved. Panic pushed him upright even though his head spun with nausea. He did not want anyone to see him so.
“You should not be doing that,” said the cat-girl, sitting up on the edge of his bed. He slumped back onto the thick pillows and fought to keep himself from being sick.
“I told you,” she said, stretching her arms above her head in a way that displayed her body perfectly. 
“Who are you?”
“I am Rhea. And you are Valerius’s latest toy.”
“He told me I was going to be his bodyguard.”
“Is that what you are? I should have guessed.”
“What are you doing here? Really?”
“I was curious. I thought I would see how you were. The elemental in the door did not stop me so I guess our master has no objections. I confess I had hoped to find you in a somewhat more energetic state.”
“I think something went wrong with Valerius’s machine.”
“I doubt that.”
“What do you mean?”
“Our master is very careful. I have never heard of one of his magical engines going wrong.”
“Well, the big one did. It felt like I was being eaten alive by elementals.”
Rhea wrinkled her nose. “I think the machine worked as it was intended.”
“You think he meant to torture me...?”
“No. Valerius is not a cruel man, at least not unless he’s backed into a corner. I think the pain was a side effect of what the machine was doing. He probably regrets any harm he might have done you.”
“You know what he did to me?”
“I can guess.”
“Tell me.”
“He’ll tell you himself in his own good time, and it would be unwise of me to reveal anything before he does. I have my own rather attractive pelt to think of. I think you should concentrate on getting better.”
She took his hand and raised it to her breast. The fur felt odd beneath his fingertips, more like a garment than a skin. His fingers left furrows as they travelled. Her nipple tightened at the touch. 
She leaned forward and kissed him. She nibbled his lip with small sharp teeth, drawing blood, then stood up and sauntered to the door, hips swinging. It opened for her. He wondered if it would open for him.

He got up from the bed and padded, naked save for the slave bracelet on his arm, to the hangings. He pulled the cord and the drapes parted. Through translucent crystal he saw the towers of Typhon receding into the distance, so high they vanished into clouds. Weaving through them were hundreds of airboats and airships. Some were little bigger than his bed, mere passenger gondolas, tiny liftwood hulls suspended weightless over the canyons of the city, rotor blades driving them through the crowded air. Others were a hundred paces long, big enough to hold scores of people and tons of cargo. 
The sight of the airships brought back memories; of having a deck beneath his feet and clouds beneath his keel, of sailing the sky above the wastelands as free as a stormhawk, and having a crew at his command rather than having to obey the whims of others. Someday, he swore, no matter how long it took or what it cost him, he would reclaim his freedom and have a ship of his own. All he had to do was keep his eyes open for the opportunity to escape.
He watched as a lifting platform was winched up the side of the tower opposite, an ancient stone structure marked with ridges and ledges and crowded with gargoyles. 
Looking down on the level below him he could see people crowded on a garden balcony. He could hear nothing from outside. A silence spell kept the sound of the city at bay. He stalked over to the door. It had neither lock or keyhole. He touched it and felt the faint presence of a bound elemental.
Open, he commanded it but it did not respond and there was no way he could break the door with his bare hands. The other door was similar. The room might be luxurious but it was just as much a prison as the holding cell in the Pit. Outside the world went about its business but he was still as trapped as he ever had been.
He inspected the shackle on his arm. The slavestone glowed green, dormant but holding the promise of pain should he try to escape. Pleasant languor flowed from it. It was a chain of the most sophisticated sort. While he was within range of the master stone, it would feed a light euphoria into his brain. The further he got from it the less pleasant it would feel, and when he crossed the range threshold it would send boiling agony into his veins. It was part of a system meant to control House slaves. They would go happily about their duties within the tower and eventually, addicted to their own bondage, be unable to leave. The slavers of Typhon had perfected their arts over long aeons. 
Heavy curtains draped one wall. Massive metal doorways marked two exits. There were armchairs and on a table stood a pitcher of water and two goblets. There was no sign of any food. 
He felt better although there was a small hard lump in his chest with scars around it that he did not like at all. It was not tender to the touch and it gave him no pain but the skin in the area above it had a waxy, alien feel. 
The doors in the inner wall opened for him, revealing a series of large chambers, all as luxuriously furnished as his bedroom. There was a sunken marble bath from which steaming hot water emerged when he passed his hands over a tap. There was a small library of very expensive books. 
He found a full-length mirror and inspected himself. He had collected some new scars in his belly and on the side of head. He guessed that they came from Valerius’s machine. In the same chamber he found a wardrobe of clothing, all in the purple colour worn by the House guards. It could have been tailored to fit him. He put it on and in moments a tall, burly, shaven-headed, military-looking figure glared back at him from the mirror. He grinned and this ugly stranger grinned back.
In another chamber were weapons of expensive make, all set in ancient hardwood racks along the wall. He chose a blade of the curved sort he favoured, tried it and found the balance perfect so he took down a scabbard, strapped it on to his belt and made ready. There were defensive amulets draped over a bolster. He put one over his neck and touched the activating rune. His vision blurred as the spell took effect, surrounding him with its deflective field. He wondered how strong it was and whether it could protect him from spells and elementals as well as more normal weapons.
There was no chance of finding out at the moment so he returned to the bed and closed his eyes.


The ceiling had changed. The same men fought the same squid-faced demons only now they seemed to be getting the upper hand. The same bored gods looked on, marginally more pleased. 
The door opened and Valerius entered. A small trolley moved ahead of him, motivated by elemental sorcery. It was covered in drapes from beneath which came peculiar clicking noises.
“It’s good to see you up and around. I was worried that the implant might have permanently damaged you. Nothing showed up in the divinations but there is always the possibility of a mistake.” Ulrik’s first thought was to draw the blade and spring on the wizard before he realised what was going on, but Valerius looked so relaxed and confident that he restrained himself. Perhaps the wizard had something up his sleeve. As if reading his thoughts, Valerius smiled.
“You are no doubt wondering about the new scars you have acquired.” A faint twinge of unease passed through Ulrik’s mind. He nodded.
“You should think of them as being in the nature of insurance.”
“Insurance?”
“For me. It seemed only prudent to take precautions against treachery on your part, no matter how unlikely such a contingency might prove to be in actuality.”
Valerius felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. “What have you done to me?”
With a street conjuror’s flourish, Valerius removed the drapes from over the trolley. A group of alchemical bell jars lay there, their sides mirror-black. 
“I would advise you to take a seat while I explain. You may find this a little shocking. I confess I do so myself. Sometimes the lengths to which I am forced to go to ensure my own survival astonish me. I occasionally wonder whether it is worthwhile continuing to live in a world that forces such dire expedients on one.”
“I would rather stand.”
“Suit yourself. Don’t say I did not warn you.” Valerius tapped the side of one of the bell-jars. A spark flickered from his rune-etched fingernail and the vessel lost its smooth black sheen, becoming as translucent as normal glass. Inside was a murky yellow fluid the colour of a sick man’s urine. Floating within it was something dark and leathery and roughly spherical. Tendrils that looked like veins that had been drained of blood drifted out from it. “I assume you do not know what this is?”
Ulrik shook his head.
“It’s something rather precious. One of the few surviving eggs of a Malashtra Demon Swarm that invaded Urath in the Eleventh Aeon. Such eggs have many uses. Their genetic matrices were used as the basis of biomancy. They are very malleable and they have the property of binding very easily to human flesh. I suppose that is hardly surprising given the fact that the demons used living things as hosts for their young, rather like some wasps use caterpillars.”
“I don’t see what this has to with me,” said Ulrik, deliberately keeping his voice very flat. He was starting to suspect that he did.
“Then I will thank you for your forbearance. It will not take me too much longer to get to the point.”
“Please do.”
Valerius tapped the side of the jar and it darkened. He repeated the procedure on the second jar. The result was startling. When the light hit it the contents came to furious, scrambling life. Its claws scrabbled against the armour glass. Its leech-like mouth opened and shut obscenely. The thing looked like an insane hybrid of a spider, a scorpion and a demon. It assaulted its cage with a mad fury, the dangling tendrils flailing around like miniature whips.
“That’s quite enough of that,” said Valerius, darkening the creature’s prison once again. “That is what one the eggs looks like when it hatches. It’s a larval demon. Bound into the body of a host it feeds on its flesh and its blood and its soul and its pain. The process is quite agonising. Eventually it consumes the host, hatching from the flesh.”
Ulrik fought down the urge to leap on the wizard and grab him by the throat. “You haven’t…”
“I’m afraid I have. I bound one of those creatures to your nervous system and the blood vessels leading to your heart.”
Ulrik looked at the wizard, stunned by the import of what he was saying. “You bought me to use as food for your baby demon.”
“Not quite. The demon is bound by my sorcery, using ritual magic of a comparatively high order. All demons are bound using similar rituals. The difference is that I have not applied any fixative runes.”
“I am not a wizard. You will have to explain what that means to me.”
“It means that nothing keeps the demon dormant but the exercise of a small portion of my will.”
“It is dormant then.”
“Oh yes, and it will remain so for as long as I live. If I die, the binding spell will be broken and the demon will come to full awareness and potency, a thing that will be extremely painful as well as extremely terminal for its host, that is to say yourself.”
“You are mad.”
“On the contrary, by the standards of my family, I am extremely sane. I have bound our lives together in such a way that if I die, you die, thus giving you some incentive to keep me alive.” There was something in the way he said it, that gave Ulrik pause for thought.
“That’s not all is it...”
“You are very perceptive. If need be, and I hope that this will not prove to be the case, I can relax the binding spell, giving the demon a morsel of life and awareness and, not incidentally, causing you great pain. Indeed it’s possible that the pain might become so great that it alone would kill you. I trust there will be no need for me to demonstrate this.”
Mad rage at what the insane wizard had done filled Ulrik. He fingered the protective amulet around his neck then drew his sword, and said, “There is,” he said, leaping forward to grab Valerius by the throat.






Chapter Four
Valerius shrugged. Pain blasted through Ulrik’s head, forcing him to his knees. The sword fell from his limp fingers. His empty stomach heaved. Spasms of agony radiated out from his chest. 
“It takes no effort on my part to relax the binding, and the effects are instantaneous,” said Valerius in a conversational tone.
“Enough,” Ulrik said. The pain stopped instantly. He lay there for long moments, regaining his strength. 
“I can see you are a man who likes to test things for himself. I can’t say I blame you. Empirical proofs are always the best sort. However, I would advise you not to provoke me too often. I say this not because I am a vindictive man but because each time the demon is wakened it grows a little in power, strength and size. This might have unpredictable side effects.”
Ulrik glared at him with barely concealed hate. Valerius smiled. “Come now. Given the fact that I am employing you because you are a far more dangerous man than myself, you can hardly resent these small precautions.”
“I find that I can.”
“Then I would respectfully suggest that you relinquish those feelings, as they are hardly going to be conducive to a productive working relationship between us.”
Once more Ulrik heard the powerful compulsions laced within the mage’s voice, products of some sort of hypnotic magic. He felt himself relax as he considered the suggestions. There was not after all a lot he could do under the circumstances. He would have to test the limits of what the mage was capable of if he was ever going to escape from his clutches. 
“Why did you buy me, if you felt I could not be trusted?” he asked, slumping down on one of the chairs. Without being asked Valerius stretched himself out on the other. “It does not seem like a very sensible thing to do.”
“Precisely.”
“I do not follow you.”
“In my world, being predictable is fatal, and hiring your services was not, as far as I can compute, a predictable act. It was a spur of the moment decision, and if any enemy could have anticipated it, then they know me better than I know myself.”
“I am still none the wiser.”
 “With my family, suspicion is a constant. You learn to suspect anybody-- even your childhood friends and teachers can be turned into enemies.” Valerius smiled sourly as if recalling unpleasant memories. “Put yourself in my position. The House guards are not to be trusted, and any outside help, mercenary help, can be as easily subverted by the means used to hire them.”
“You mean someone could offer them more money.”
“In a nutshell, yes.”
“Could you not use the same means as you have used against me to make them loyal?”
“My dear fellow that would be illegal. Since, though it pains me to say it, and unfair as it must seem to you, you are my property I can legally do anything I like to you. It is not illegal to make improvements to one’s slaves any more than it is illegal to repaint the outside of one’s tower.
“You are physically enormously formidable. The reputation you acquired from your days in the arena, will discourage many opportunistic attacks. You are clever and no doubt resourceful. Despite your mannerisms and your appearance you are no mere brute. There is no reason why you could not rise very high indeed in my service. Believe me, I am being truthful when I tell you I want our relationship to be rewarding for both of us.”
Ulrik could see the advantages to Valerius of having him as a bodyguard. He saw that his position here was far better than it was when he had occupied his cell in the Pit. 
“And you will find that your new implant is not entirely a disadvantage. It protects its host in a number of ways…”
“How?”
“It can metabolise most poisons. It lessens your need to sleep. It speeds up healing astonishingly. As you have no doubt noticed, you have recovered from your surgery far quicker than is natural.”
“Why is it so generous in its protection?”
“Come now, Ulrik, I would have thought it was obvious to a man of your intelligence. The demons want to give their young the best chance of surviving. Helping their hosts to do so until the larvae are ready to hatch contributes to this.”
“I could live without that sort of help.”
“There are other benefits. It will modify your nervous system so that your other grafts become more efficient. This is only natural since all of the grafts enjoy a certain kinship, being ultimately derived from the same source. You will become faster and stronger even than you are now.”
“No doubt this was also part of your calculation of my worth to you.”
“Indeed. As was your obvious tolerance for large numbers of grafts. In many ways you are the ideal subject for this experiment.”
“So this is all still an experiment.”
“Regrettably so. This is not a procedure that anyone had attempted before. Still, if it all goes wrong you will have the consolation that you will have helped advance the sum total of human knowledge a smidgeon.”
“I doubt if that will be any consolation whatsoever.”
“I can see how you might look at things that way.”
“Will I be allowed to leave these chambers?”
“You already are. I have given the guardian elemental instructions to that effect. You are free to move through any of the public areas of the building, to take your meals in the refectory or have them delivered here should you wish. There is a crystal in the living area which, if you use it, will bring you servants. Pleasure slaves will be available to you; if you want them, tell one of the House Servants. And there is one more thing...”
“What is that?”
“You are my personal bodyguard. You take orders only from me. If anyone tells you differently tell them that is a direct command, and that if they have a problem with it, they should come and talk to me.” The way he said it let Ulrik know that he expected that the problem might actually arise.
“What about this shackle?” 
Valerius touched one of the amulets on his chest. The gem lost its glitter, the lock clicked open. “Remove it if you wish. You will need to be free to come and go from the tower. This evening we shall be going out.”
“As you say,” said Ulrik. He wondered where their destination would be, and if there would be any danger when they got there. Presumably there would be. Why would Valerius feel the need for a bodyguard otherwise?
“Anyway, you’d better accompany me now. I have a meeting with my uncle, the present Lord Karnak, and I doubt it is going to be pleasant for either of us.”

Ulrik and Valerius strode through the vastness of the Karnak Tower.
Overhead massive arches supported the ceiling. Shafts of light descended through stained crystal roof beams. Gargoyles clutched support pillars and fluttered across the huge chamber, the dry flap of their wings echoing through the cavernous interior. 
Richly garbed people went about their business. Most of them wore the purple colours and dragonhawk badge of the House Karnak. A few were outsiders from client houses or trading partners. The Tower of Karnak was a small fortified city and it held a hundred times more people than the village in which Ulrik had grown up. 
Servants bowed to Valerius as he passed. Members of the family greeted him with varying degrees of courtesy; the richer their garb, the more abrupt they were. Valerius greeted all of them with bland politeness, never giving any sign that he felt either slighted or honoured.
They passed through an enormous chamber where hundreds of clerks bent over marble desks, quills scratching at the pages of the massive ledgers in front of them as they kept track of Karnak’s wealth and business. Scores of runners brought messages to a central desk and were dispatched to the appropriate scribe by the Master Scriptor who brooded over the musty vault. Valerius and Ulrik strode by the entrance to chambers in which were stored goods from every corner of Urath. The tower was a warehouse of enormous capacity as well as a palace and a fortress.
Finally they entered a huge bronze doorway outside of which a chamberlain and guards waited and they were ushered into what Ulrik soon realised was the office of Lord Karnak. Valerius bowed as he presented himself before the tall old man sitting behind a huge wooden desk. The room smelled of the orchids housed in huge vases around it. In some ways they made Ulrik think of their owner. Lord Karnak was an old, elegant bloom. He drooped like the orchids did, as if the heat within the tower was too much for him. He was tall and ancient. His skin was pale, his body wasted looking, but his eyes were keen.
“How goes the day, nephew?” he asked Valerius. His voice was deep and resonant, surprisingly so coming from that weak-looking body. 
“Profitable, uncle.” 
A cold smile passed across the old man’s face. He leaned forward and sniffed one of his orchids. “I am very displeased with you.”
“I suspected as much, uncle. I have missed out little chats.”
“One day that insouciance will be the death of you, my boy. Most men are terrified of my displeasure, and rightly so.”
“May I enquire as to how I have incurred your ire? If I have given any offence I apologise most humbly. I have no wish to become subject to your terrifying wrath.”
“I doubt that, Valerius. As I doubt that anyone is taken in by your pretence of humility.”
“You wound me, uncle, when you suspect me of dissimulation. It makes me think you have been listening to my cousin’s slanders.”
“My son does not like you, Valerius. He suspects you of plotting to gain the throne of Karnak, which he sees as rightfully his.”
“I am shocked that anyone could suspect me of that.”
“I can tell.”
“You did not summon me merely to repeat these ancient untruths, did you, uncle?
“The Emperor has been asking about the increase in piracy, Valerius. He set me to investigate this matter, and I have set you. The Emperor is displeased by the lack of progress and when the Emperor is displeased I am displeased. And when I am displeased…”
“There is no need to be any more explicit, uncle. I understand quite well enough the fruits of Imperial or familial displeasure.”
“And yet you have made no progress.”
“I would not exactly say that, uncle.”
“Then what would you say? Pray enlighten me, so that I, in turn, may enlighten His Imperial Highness.”
“I have gathered information from all of the survivors of the pirate raids.”
“I had understood that there were none.”
“There have been a few, picked up in the Wastes, found wandering in the deserts. One of them was mad and one of them was so ill that he could only be made to speak with the most powerful of potions.”
Lord Karnak licked his lips and leaned forward. “And what did they tell you?”
“They talked about sorcerers and black blades. The pirate captains used them.”
“Black blades have been forbidden since the Demon Wars. They can be forged only by those aligned with the Demon Worlds.”
“That is why I decided to attend the Black Crab Pit Fight last night. Rumour had it that Lem would be using one.”
“And he was?”
“Indeed he was. And I intend to find out where that blade came from. I will pursue the investigation tomorrow. Tonight I attend the opera.”
Lord Karnak smiled. “It seems I underestimated you, Valerius.”
“I doubt that, my lord, but the implied praise is always welcome.”
The old man began a languid gesture of dismissal then stopped it. His gaze rested on Ulrik. “May I ask who your companion is?”
“He is my new bodyguard.”
“The gladiator you paid such a steep price for? The one who defeated Lem.”
“The same.”
“A new bodyguard, eh? Are you implying that our House troops can no longer be relied upon to protect your person?”
“I do not rule out that possibility.”
“Very sensible,” said the old man, and completed his gesture of dismissal. “Don’t fail in this matter, Valerius. More is at stake than you might guess.”

Valerius whistled a cheery tune as they emerged from the lord’s chambers. It increased as soon as he saw who was waiting there. It was a tall man who bore a distinct family resemblance to the wizard although he was broader and more muscular, more a swordsman than a sorcerer though wizardly adjuncts festooned his clothing. His features were coarser and rather more brutal. When he saw Valerius his face went cold.
“My dear cousin,” he said, making it sound like the worst insult he could imagine. “Father has summoned you at last.”
“Indeed, Telerius. We had business to discuss.”
“And what would that be?”
“I am not at liberty to discuss it, alas. I am sure your father will tell you if you ask.”
“I am sure he will. I am the heir after all.”
“How privileged we all are that is so. It is reassuring to know that our House will be in strong hands on the, let us hope, long distant day, when your father goes to his eternal and well-deserved rest.”
“And is this your latest pet?” 
“He is my new bodyguard.”
“Guardmaster Leon will be most insulted to learn that you no longer place any faith in his troops.”
“I have every faith in your friend Leon and his men. I merely feel the need to have a little extra protection when I go abroad.”
“You should be careful, cousin. I would hate to see anyone else kill you.”
“As ever, I find your concern for my well-being deeply gratifying.”
A servant in House livery arrived and said, “Your father will see you now, Master Telerius.” With a final glare at Valerius, the heir vanished into the inner sanctum.
“There is a man who does not like you,” said Ulrik.
“Alas, it is not possible to be universally popular.”
“What does he have against you?”
“An ancient joke involving a novelty cod-piece and a ventriloquism spell. How that man can hold a grudge. Anyway, enough about such things. We must prepare to depart. We have business to be about this evening.”
Ulrik suspected that there was more to the Telerius’s hatred than Valerius’s glib words let on. He looked like a man who would have Valerius killed painfully if he could. Ulrik understood the feeling.






Chapter Five
Ulrik stood on the landing stage and looked out into the night. The cool fingers of the breeze rippled his cloak. He was outside for the first time in months. He was washed and dressed in clean, fine clothes. He carried a weapon and protective amulets and he wore no shackle. Despite himself he felt almost happy. He could almost fool himself into believing that he was free.
Nearby four House guards stared at him. They were big men and they carried glowing stormlances as well as swords. Rhea stood nearby dressed in a long rust coloured formal gown slashed at the midriff to reveal her stomach. Ulrik could not help but notice that she had no navel. Small suspensors held up the gown’s train so that it swirled as she moved without ever getting the hem dirty on the ground. 
Their gondola arrived, a long slick flying teardrop with a rotor on the rear. Ulrik was surprised when Valerius motioned for him to get inside along with Rhea and himself. He had expected to join the pilot in his elevated cockpit above the elemental engine. 
He walked along one stubby wing, being careful to avoid treading on the aileron and dropped into the luxurious leather covered interior. The vessel bobbed slightly under his weight.
The scent of ozone filled the airboat as the engine roared to life. The rotor picked up speed. The Tower of Karnak slipped away and they were out over the jewelled lights of the city. 
Magelamps lit every tower. Huge illusions filled the sky over the trading houses, illustrating their wares. Winged men and gargoyles flashed past, pinions spread, racing along with messages and bundles of food. Gondolas moved in glittering shoals. The shifting patterns of their running lights were almost hypnotic. Ulrik was excited. He had never been anything else in a flying vehicle since his first time aloft as a boy. 
Valerius brought him back to reality, “Get changed,” he said, tossing Ulrik a package of clothes. Rhea was already stripping. The dress floated over her head to be replaced by a grotty, hooded leather jerkin and a half face-mask. Ulrik found his own clothing was that of a down-at-heel mercenary. Valerius was dressed similarly. 
“What’s going on?” he asked, as he changed.
“Change of plan,” said Valerius. His long-winded manner of speech had altered, becoming brisk, clipped, and business-like. His voice was an octave lower. He sounded like a ship’s captain, slightly hoarse from bellowing orders on deck. Whatever else he might be, the wizard was an incredible mimic. “We’re not going to the opera. We’re going to pay a visit to Sentius.”
“Lem’s owner?”
“The very same. I have a few questions to ask him about where he got the black blade.”
“He might not want to answer them,” said Ulrik. 
“He will by the time we’re finished with him,” said Valerius. He was dressed now in the black robes of a Warlock of Xerus. He reached down and opened a casket that lay on the floor. He opened it. The stench of raw meat and alchemicals filled the air. 
“I thought you told your uncle you would investigate this tomorrow?”
“Lean forward,” Valerius ordered. Ulrik found himself obeying the voice almost before he had thought. “This won’t hurt. Just stay still.”
Valerius reached down and lifted a handful of pink, fleshy stuff from the casket. He slapped the sticky, moist stuff onto Ulrik’s face. Valerius’s long fingers flickered, kneading the material. He cocked his head to one side as if judging his work, nodded then spoke a word of power. A faint smell of singed meat filled the air. Ulrik’s face warmed. 
 Valerius spoke another word, placed his hands together and then pulled them apart. The air between them shimmered, mirror-like. Ulrik looked at his reflection and was surprised to see a face that looked nothing like his own. 
Valerius repeated the process on himself. His features became hard and bloated. He gave himself jowls and a huge bulb of a nose with a wart on it, all the time studying himself in the floating mirror. When he was satisfied, he spoke another word and the shimmering mirror vanished like a popped bubble. 
Rhea had rubbed something into her fur, giving it a mangy look, and blackened her teeth with an agent so dark as to make many of them look missing. Her breasts were bound tight and flat to her chest and she wore leather britches. She could have been a slim cat-boy. Two daggers were sheathed at her waist. 
“I take it we are going somewhere you don’t want us to be recognised,” said Ulrik.
“You’re very quick,” said the gruff new voice of Valerius. His whole body language was different. He looked fatter around the waist and rounder of shoulder. There was no trace of the dapper wizard left save the keen eyes that watched everything with cynical intelligence.
“Perhaps showing up in a House Karnak air chariot might give your enemies a clue,” said Ulrik. 
“Look out the window, skyboy,” Valerius said. They were descending into the vast ancient rubble of the old city from which Typhon had arisen and to which it would one day return. The great multi-coloured ring blazed above them in the night sky. “For the rest of the evening, my name is Vaz, your name is Urm, and her name is Ktaya. Got that?”
“Yes, boss,” said Ulrik in his best imitation of a portside rogue. 
“Not that anybody will ask but we’re mercenaries looking for work.”
“Whatever you say.”
“Right, let’s go.”
They clambered out of the side of the coach onto the roof of a ruined building. The vehicle drifted skywards and back towards the towers at great speed, as if it were a living thing afraid to be in the Old City. 
They stood on an artificial island looking out over an endless web of damaged streets. Many of the nearby buildings were roofless. A few had tarpaulins or patched skysails stretched over their tops. People flooded the roadways. Dim glowglobes burned everywhere. Ulrik could smell poverty and cheap booze, hear the shouts of the hawkers and the whores. This was a good place to get your throat cut or your purse lifted. It reminded him of Hydra, his home city.
“We’re a long way from the towers,” said Ulrik. Although the nearest towers were fountains of light behind them, they might as well have been a day’s flight away by airship. 
“Forget you ever saw them, till we get back,” said Valerius. “If we get back.”
They headed down into the teeming streets. He kept his hand on the hilt of his blade as they clambered out of what once had been a window into what was now a street.
Ulrik wondered how the mage planned on getting them out of here. 

After months caged in the Pits, the streets of the Old City almost overwhelmed Ulrik. There were tall Patricians from the towers, surrounded by bodyguards. There were mighty green-skinned Uruks from the wasteland, a head taller than he, their leathery muscle-augmenting exoderms making them seem taller and broader still. Red-skinned skylanders from the Rust Deserts mingled with tattooed, hairless vat-bred hookers from the Undercity. Gnarly pimps, their skin art matching those of their girls, watched the trade in flesh with augmented eyes that missed nothing. Blue-cloaked mages from the sky cities of Quantara thrust through the crowds, translucent sylphs whispering in their ears, and rippling their silver hair with swirling fingers of mist. An ancient golem, its metal skin pitted with rust, creaked along, its gears whirring, its cog-wheeled limbs grinding as if in need of oiling.
Rhea attached herself to Valerius’s arm, a lowborn foisting herself on a newly arrived patron, desperate for cash. It looked so real that Ulrik wondered how often she had played this part in truth. She seemed at home here, amid the poverty and the clash of commerce and desire. 
So did Valerius. He strutted along, glaring around him with ferocious eyes, as if daring any other mage to challenge him. Suiting himself to his role, Ulrik took up a place two steps behind them, hand on blade, eyes scanning the crowd for threats, ready to activate his protective amulet at any time.
He had missed the action of the streets, the thrill of being in a dangerous place after dark. The scent of joysmoke and opium assailed his nostrils along with the odour of spilled beer and blood. From the open front of a nearby tavern came the sound of blade on blade, as a low level Pit fight took place. The wail of pipes mingled with the beat of drums and the fleshcraft amplified voices of Singers. A beggar tugged at the edge of his tunic and retreated at his glare. A couple of bouncers eyed him professionally, and he responded with the courtesy nod of one hired bravo to another. A few of the bar girls took in his size and his muscles at a glance and beckoned enticingly.
The scent of death overlaid with funerary spices hit his nostrils as a Shadar corpseman strode past. Undead muscles moved under translucent skin. Witchfires burned in empty eye-sockets. Worms had made those pockmarks on his face. He wore the colours of an Undercity Bone Gang, and the living moved out of his way as he went about his shadowy business. A few second later a palanquin passed, born by scrawny corpsemen, their skin flaking off, their appearance even more skeletal than the first’s. Valerius moved out of his way, for not even the crazed members of the Brotherhood of Xerus sought trouble with a Shadar Necromancer. 
Valerius strode up the walkway that ran along the side of a broken stump of a tower. The ruined building loomed over them like the remains of a man-made mountain. More open shop fronts lay ahead of them, with shopkeepers selling a variety of wares. Enforcers from the Black Crab faction watched over the area. All of them bore the tattoo of their organisation on cheek or arm. Hucksters shouted enticements from more doorways. 
Valerius paused and talked briefly to one before being shown inside. Whoever he claimed to be, he was known here. 
No one paid any attention to Ulrik as he swept along in his companions’ wake. He counted up the number of faction members as he went. There were at least a dozen. If things went wrong it would not be as easy getting out as it had been getting in. They moved along corridors past familiar looking chambers. In them Ulrik could see pit fighters sparring with mock weapons, as trainers looked on and shouted instructions. Most of them were newly-bought slaves and doubtless would die in the meat markets of the streets they had just passed through.
A few more guards swapped jokes with Valerius. From what he overheard Ulrik worked out that his master was pretending to be a small-time gambler who liked to hang around training Pits and bet on fights. Valerius had put some time into creating a cover story for this identity. Judging the man by the persona he presented back in the Tower of Karnak, Ulrik would never have guessed him capable of this.
They went up a ramp. The glowglobes were dimmer and there were more gangsters, all of them sporting painwands and swords and other less common weapons like razorbats and spinewhips. Valerius spoke to each in turn, saying something about coming to collect his winnings, and the guards nodded to him contemptuously, men used to the lies of inveterate gamblers who thought it more likely that Valerius was here to pay off their boss than to collect from him.
As they progressed, Ulrik’s nerves wound tighter and tighter. The place was even more of a fortress than the usual Pit and those were designed to contain desperate men trained at arms. Sentius seemed to be something more than a mere trainer for the Black Crab faction. He looked like he was a boss. Ulrik hoped that Valerius knew what he was getting them all into. He told himself to relax, if Valerius did not it was too late to do anything about it now.
“Get ready to shield your eyes as soon as I act,” murmured Valerius as they passed through the doorway. 

The door shut behind them. A group of men sat around a table in the huge skeelwood chamber, playing with animated tarot cards. Ulrik fought down alarm. All of the men were armed and formidable and one wore the azure robe of a Sky Sorcerer. 
“You brought my money, Vaz?” asked the hulking, apish figure at the head of the table. He was stripped to the waist. Interlocking patterns of black crab tattoos covered his brawny chest. They moved independent of the gangster’s own motions.
“Got it here,” said Valerius reaching into his pouch. His hand scattered a handful of glittering dust into the air. He spoke a word of power and the dust caught fire, turning into an intricately blazing pattern of light. Ulrik blinked his eyes, hoping that no one present shared the magical protections that had been built into them. All around the table men lay slumped and stunned. Out of nowhere, a knife appeared in Rhea’s hand and buried itself in the wizard’s eye. One man appeared unaffected by the spell. Ulrik sprang forward and smashed the pommel of his blade down on the side of the man’s head. There was an awful cracking sound and his target fell unconscious.
Valerius turned to the door and murmured a spell. It clicked as the spell shut it tight. He walked over to Sentius, spoke a word and the man came awake. He tried to rise up but Ulrik held him in place.
“You’ll never get out of here alive,” he said. 
Valerius gave a short barking laugh. “Worry about yourself, crabmeat.” He produced a flask from inside his jacket and forced some of its contents down the gangster’s throat. The man’s eyes went blank. His mouth fell open, drool emerged.
“Hypnotic serum,” he said. “You’ll answer my questions truthfully or you will die painfully. Do you understand?”
“I understand?”
“Where did you get the black blade you gave to Lem?”
“One of my boys got it from Jahan.”
“Where can I find this Jahan?”
“Sharnal. He’s from there and headed back.” Sharnal was a city to the North West, closely allied with Typhon.
 “Did he sell any others?”
“I don’t think so.” 
“And where did he get it?”
“Said he had a source. Said there would be more soon.”
“You believe him?”
“He promises. He delivers.”
“Why was a guy from Sharnal selling a blade here?”
“It was hot there. Somebody was looking for it.”
“Any idea who?”
“No- but whoever he was, Jahan was scared as shit of him.”
“Know anything about these blades being used by the Sky Pirates?”
“I’ve heard stories- black ships, black blades, the trading Houses losing a lot of cargo.”
Valerius talked on, circling the same questions, getting no better answers. Eventually Sentius slumped forward. He was dead.
“The potion kills them in the end,” said Valerius. He sounded almost sad.
“Better that than have him tell on us,” said Rhea.
“You two would have made good pirates,” said Ulrik.
“Never said we weren’t,” said Valerius, back in character.
“What about this lot?” said Ulrik, gesturing at the gangster’s associates with his blade. 
“Leave them, they won’t be coming round for a while.”
“They know who we are.”
“No they don’t, and I’ve had enough killing for this night,” said Valerius. 
He paused and looked down at the dead gangster, then he seemed to withdraw in on himself and become Vaz again. He tipped the corpse over with his boot, took a blade from one of the lieutenants, and stabbed Sentius through the heart with it, then put the bloody blade back in its owner’s hands.
“Nothing like sewing a little confusion,” he said. “Let’s get out of here. I found out what I came for.”
The spell holding the doorway let it open for them, and would keep it closed until a wizard was brought. No one challenged them on their way out but Ulrik knew it was only a matter of time before their handiwork was discovered and their enemies would come in pursuit. He prayed they would be long gone by then.






Chapter Six
As they approached the pick-up site, the hairs on the back of Ulrik’s neck prickled. He held up a hand in warning. Rhea and Valerius froze. 
“What is it?” Valerius asked.
“I thought I heard something,” he said, before realising that was not true. The problem was that he could hear nothing. No ulsio squeaked. No nightbat moved through the ruins. There were none of the noises he should have heard in such a place as this on such a night. 
Overhead, the running lights of an airboat were visible. “There’s our ship. Right on time,” said Valerius. There was a worried undercurrent in his voice.
“Ulrik’s right,” said Rhea. “Something’s not right here.”
Ulrik cocked his head to one side and really listened. His hearing was better now than it had ever been in the past. He could catch the voices of revellers in the distance but still there was that suspicious all-encompassing quiet in the building.
Rhea gestured that she was going ahead, and padded into the darkness, vanishing into the shadows. Ulrik would have gone with her but he knew his job was to stay with Valerius. His life depended on the wizard’s survival. 
The moments stretched and he half-expected to hear the sounds of screaming and violence but nothing came. The airship now hovered above the roof. Its running light blinked in the agreed signal.
“Maybe I should go in after her and take a look,” said Ulrik.
“She can take care of herself in the dark,” said Valerius. “It’s what she’s good at.”
A few moments later the cat-girl appeared from the darkened entranceway.
“Assassins,” she said. “A dozen of them. There’s a silence spell on the top floor. No one would hear any sounds of violence.”
“And it would be very difficult for me to speak a vocable,” said Valerius. “Someone has planned this well.”
“Who would know we were here?” Ulrik asked. “You never told anybody where we were going.”
“Our pilot knew. He might have been corrupted or tortured.”
“But people thought we were going to the opera.”
Valerius shrugged. “My uncle’s court is riddled with spies. We could have been followed when we left.”
Ulrik dismissed the thought as a problem for later. “What are we going to do now? How many men are there in the building?”
“A dozen, heavily armed, and at least one of them is a wizard.” Rhea was very sure of herself. 
“A fair assumption given the use of magic. Perhaps we could capture one and find out who he is working for,” Valerius said.
“Are you mad? Why fight when we don’t have to?” Ulrik asked. “We can just walk away from here.”
“Hark to the brave Pit Fighter,” said Valerius. His tone needled Ulrik, as no doubt it was intended to.
“I’ve been in enough fights to know that four to one odds against a well prepared foe are not ones you face when you have a choice.”
“He’s right,” said Rhea. “There’s no sense in fighting just for the sake of fighting.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” said Valerius. “I was just considering the options.”
“We should get out of here,” said Ulrik.
“If we don’t show up, they will try and intercept us elsewhere.”
“How will they know how to find us?”
“We need to get back to the Karnak Tower.”
“We go back to the city and we hire a gondola.”
Valerius shook himself from his thoughts. “You are right. My thoughts are too much on killing. I am tired of being hunted. I have a longing to be the hunter.”
“Your time will come,” said Rhea.
“I’m starting to wonder about that.”
Figures tumbled out of the darkness, falling in slow motion, their weight partially neutralised by lift harnesses. It seemed their enemies had found them. One of the assassins pointed a pistol-crossbow at Valerius. Ulrik activated his amulet and threw himself in front of Valerius. The charm’s warding spell repelled the crossbow’s poisoned bolt. 
“They got tired of waiting,” said Rhea. There were blades in her hand. She stood on the balls of her feet, ready to fight. 
Valerius raised his hands and spoke in words of fire. Lines of light lashed out from his hands, dazzlingly. Brilliant auras limned the attackers as their protective amulets functioned but they stumbled, dazzled by the flare of light, temporarily blinded for a couple of seconds.
Ulrik activated his alchemical gland and time slowed for him.
He stepped forward and struck at the nearest attacker. The elemental blade flared bright in his hand. It sliced through the man’s flesh as his protective wards overloaded. He found two more stumbling targets and struck again. He felt stronger and faster than he ever had done, and he realised that Valerius was right about the demonic implant. 
Two of the assassins recovered from the flash. Ulrik engaged the first. Within a couple of strokes he had found his way through the man’s defences and buried his blade in his heart. The second leapt at him, sword bared. Ulrik twisted, and straight-armed him to a halt. A sweep of his blade decapitated his assailant. 
Two more of the assassins were down, Rhea’s blades buried in their backs. A couple more had Valerius pressed back against the wall defending himself frantically with his blade. Ulrik stepped forward and stabbed one through the back. His next stroke killed the second. He turned to look around and saw Rhea, standing over another corpse. None of their enemies were left alive.
“That was invigorating,” said Valerius, his breath coming in gasps.
“You think it’s safe to take the airboat?” Ulrik asked.
“It won’t be safe to get on it,” said the wizard,” But I say we take it anyway. You know how to fly one?”
“Since I was twelve years old.”
“Then let’s go.”
Valerius and Ulrik raced up the stairs. Rhea moved ahead of them. Ulrik adjusted his eyes so that he could see deeper into the darkness but he could detect no threat. 
There was a sense of strangeness when they entered the zone of silence. He could hear nothing and he turned to speak to Valerius and saw that though the wizard’s lips were moving, no sound was coming out. There was a spell at work here and quite a powerful one. He doubted that he would have noticed anything from outside had it not been for the enhanced keenness of his senses since the operation that Valerius had performed. 
They emerged onto the roof and saw a few more armed men were waiting for them. They looked up in shock when they saw who it was. Ulrik did not give them any chance to use their weapons. He rushed upon them and struck one man down, then kicked another off the roof. The pilot was trying to get the airship aloft and if given another few moments he might actually have managed to get away. Already the craft was starting to rise. Its impellors turned lazily and then blurred up to speed.
Ulrik leapt and landed within the airship. It bobbed up and down under his weight. He reached forward and grabbed the pilot, putting his blade to the man’s throat. He looked around and saw that there was still a struggle on the roof as Valerius and Rhea fought against more assailants. He had no time to subdue the man in front of him so he lifted him one-handed and pushed him from the airboat. The man fell, hitting his head on the hard stones of the rooftop and lay there in a pool of blood.
Ulrik leapt back down into the swirling melee, leaving the unmanned airboat to slowly float back down in its own time. He tore through his opponents like a red whirlwind and within moments cleared the rooftop of enemies.
After the fight was over, he stood on the rooftop, panting loudly and feeling drained of strength. It was bad, but it was not as bad as it usually was after he had used his adrenaline implants. Something had definitely changed. He had fought better than he ever had in the past and he was less tired afterwards. He could see more clearly, hear better and respond quicker. He knew that it was not an illusion. Good as he was with a sword, in the past he could never have overcome so many men so quickly with a blade, not even one as potent as this.
“What have you done to me?” He asked Valerius.
“I knew you were a good choice for the process,” the wizard replied. “I have never seen anybody take to a treatment so well.”
“Instead of admiring your handiwork, master,” said Rhea, “perhaps you should interrogate some of these men.”
“If Ulrik has left any alive for me to talk to, I’ll do just that.”
The men were simply hired killers. Their orders had come down through the street hierarchy of the Black Crab. They had not come from Sentius but from one of his lieutenants who had not been present at the massacre they had perpetrated earlier. Ulrik herded the dazed survivors onto the airship. He suspected that killing them might have been a mercy since they now had an appointment with the torturers in the Karnak Tower.
“What are we going to do now?” Ulrik asked.
Valerius threw a warning glance at the captured men tied up in the back of the gondola. “We’ll discuss that back in the tower.”
Ulrik nodded and gave his full attention to steering the airboat. It felt good to be in charge of a flying ship once again, even one as small as this. He looked forward to having the deck of something bigger beneath his feet.

“It’s been a very busy night,” said Valerius, glancing around the inside of his chamber. He had transformed himself back and was once again the urbane wizard Ulrik had first met. He opened the curtains to look down on the glittering nightscape of Typhon, while a House slave filled a goblet with some amber distillate. Small wreaths of smoke emerged as she poured. Rhea nestled herself against Valerius, all the while keeping her gaze fixed unblinkingly on Ulrik.
“We’ve killed a lot of people,” said Ulrik. He moved over and looked out the window, thinking of all the power being expended to make the city glow like that. In the distance a winged angel as tall as a house fought with a fire-wreathed demon. He wondered what it was— an advertisement, the diversion of some bored wizard, a religious display of some sort. He could only guess.
“I take no satisfaction in it. Those deaths were necessary,” Valerius said.
 Ulrik turned around. Both the wizard and the cat-girl were looking at him. The slave girl knelt in front of them, her arms outstretched in a position of submission. “It’s astonishing how many deaths you find necessary,” he said.
“I imagine you thought the same way back in your career as a sky pirate. Or were you one of those romantic souls who never actually killed anybody as you went about your crimes?”
There was nothing Ulrik could say to that so he changed the subject. “What are you going to do now?”
“At the moment we have only one lead and that’s the black blade. We’re going to need to follow up on that.”
“Why?”
“Because the pirates are armed with such weapons and they are getting them from somewhere. We need to find out where. We need to trace the weapons back to their source. Somebody somewhere knows something.”
“Don’t you think that’s a very long shot?”
“Not quite as long as you might think. There are a very limited number of people who can make such pacts with demons.”
“So you think that there is a magician behind the new wave of piracy?”
“Let’s just say that I think one is intimately involved in it.”
“You are investigating piracy and you employ me, a former pirate. Why do I think that was not a coincidence?”
“Because you are not a stupid man. It’s one reason you are in my service.”
“So what do we do now?”
“Tomorrow a liner leaves for Sharnal. We shall be on it. Make sure you have your gear packed. We leave at dawn.” The wizard’s tone told him he was dismissed. As he made for the door to his chamber, he saw Valerius and Rhea heading towards the bedchamber. The slave girl went with them. 

Ulrik walked through the streets of Hydra. His family were with him, pushing through the throngs of the pirate city.
All around them rose the remains of an ancient civilisation. Old palaces teemed with new beggars. Groups of laughing pirates clustered around the bases of stone titans with age eroded faces. Vendors sold skewered ulsio in the shadow of ruins that had been built by the richest merchants in the world.
Anna and the boys had not aged a bit since he had last seen them although he himself looked and felt much older. There was something wrong here but he did not want to know what. He was just happy to see them again despite the small blotches on their faces and hands.
The boys asked him questions about where he had been. He told them he had been in Typhon and he had served a wizard, and they started asking him what wizards were like. He could not exactly explain and, bored, they ran away, even as he shouted for them to come back. They vanished into the street which had somehow become a desert. He shouted for them to come back but they did not. All that he could hear was their voices fading, calling childishly, thin and distant as the cold wasteland wind.
He ran after them but could not find them. Instead he found Anna. The blotches were bigger, the size of bruises, and weeping sores covered her body although she seemed unaware of them. He had paid doctors most of his fortune to try and find a cure. 
She sat by a fountain in the Street of Seven Ships, crying. He went over to her and told her not to cry, and she looked up and asked him who he was. He spoke his name and she shook her head and looked vague, as if he were someone she had heard of, or had once known long ago and was struggling to place. 
“It’s Ulrik,” he shouted. “Ulrik. I love you. I never told you that enough when you were alive.”
“Am I dead then?” she asked, coughing. 
Ulrik nodded. “The plague.”
She looked shocked as if he was a madman and to distract her, he asked, “Have you seen the boys?”
 “They ran away from me.” The confession of it filled him with guilt. Her gaze demanded to know how he could have been so negligent.
“I must go. I need to find them. You can’t come. They will only run away from you.” It had become dark. Not dark in the normal sense. The sky was pitch-black and there were no stars. Even as he looked it began to change colour, become full of swirling colours, like oil reflecting light on water. Anna had become Rhea.
“Where’s Anna?” he asked.
“Who?”
“My wife.” It came to him that somehow Rhea knew where Anna was. He was not sure how he knew this but he did. He caught her by the wrists and pulled her to her feet, and shouted, “Tell me where Anna is.”
“I don’t know. Your claws are hurting me.”
He looked down and saw that his hands were transformed. They were clawed but not like hers. These were chitinous, insect-like, monstrous. Black tendrils emerged from his wrists, ran all the way up his arm and across his chest before disappearing down into his heart.
Rhea was gone. The city was gone. The sky was the same but all around him now were the black walls of some alien city rising amid a jungle of mushroom trees and drifting vines. They were not built from stone but from some kind of sleek chitin. Cables similar to the ones attached to his body ran all over the walls. 
A horrible suspicion began to grow in his mind. He reached up with one of his claws to touch his own face, and found that it had tendrils and a leech-like mouth. He wanted to shout and curse but no words would come out because he did not have lips or a tongue to speak. 
He woke screaming. Looking down he could see that parts of his arm looked bruised and blackish, but even as he watched they vanished, leaving him unsure as to whether it had been real or merely the fading memory of a nightmare. The chamber surrounding him looked like his old cell in the darkness. The difference was that now he was even more alone.






Chapter Seven
As the gondola circled, Ulrik got a fine view of the port. Gigantic airships chained to towering mooring masts filled the sky. Air barges nuzzled alongside them, transhipping cargoes. Enormous bonded warehouses surrounded the area. The ruins of Old Typhon, scorched by ancient spell-weapons, ran almost to the horizon and beyond that he caught the glitter of earth domes and the green of irrigated farmlands.
“I love this,” said Rhea. She seemed as excited as a girl going to her first dance. “Have you ever been on a liner?” she asked him. 
Valerius gave a sardonic smile.
“Our friend Ulrik has been on many ships, usually as an uninvited guest, helping to relieve the passengers of their excessive wealth. Is that not so?” Valerius asked.
“It is so.” 
“Forgive me if it was tactless to point it out. I think it’s something we should keep to ourselves once we are on board. Take a last glimpse at the towers of Typhon. It may be some time before we see them again.”
The gondola landed on a long pier jutting out from the side of a purple-painted tower. Servants in the livery of Karnak hustled to unload their trunks from the gondola. They made their way from the private landing area to join the groups of passengers preparing to board. 
Officials cleared a way through the barriers for Valerius and his companions. A servant had already presented his papers. Ulrik looked at the crowds getting ready to board. They were wealthy and well-fed, their clothes of the most fashionable glamourcloth, their jewellery covered in the most expensive protective sorceries. 
A tall languid woman garbed in spun gold and surrounded by a cloud of cosmetic illusion clutched a pet spider-hound to her narrow breast while she ordered her dwarf servants to be careful with her trunks. 
They waited for a launch to take them to The Pride of Karnak. All around them was controlled chaos as trunks were weighed and packed aboard cargo tenders and passengers boarded the air-launches that would take them to the ship. A tall bearded priest of Ael made the sign of the Skull over his breast and then turned to bless his acolytes. 
Finally their turn came to board and they walked up the gangplank and onto the launch. Just as the steward was about to close the barrier, they heard the sound of tears and loud farewells. Turning Ulrik saw a beautifully dressed young man in a long coat of outlandish design, kissing good-bye to a group of expensively dressed young women. He smiled winningly at one and all, packed favours within his jacket pocket and raced towards the launch. A mass of green-robed bodyguards followed him.
“Thank you for holding the launch,” he said, although no-one had made any effort on his behalf. “It would not do to have missed this ship. It will be a week before another convoy heads for Sharnal.”


The Pride of Karnak was a vast teardrop of metal and skywood. Six huge pylons jutted from the liftkeel. Each held a ten-foot diameter stone sphere housing a trapped air-elemental that helped keep the ship aloft. A similar number of pylons jutted from the dorsal spine of the airship. 
On each side of the ship was a powerful rotary engine, its windmill-like impellor blades powered by a trapped storm elemental. The commander of the launch was very careful to keep his craft away from them. The name of the vessel was painted in glyphs five times the height of a man along its sides along with the symbols of its city and House Karnak. Sky sailors attached to the framework of the outer hull by safety lines made last second checks, while passengers watched from the balconies of their staterooms. 
The launch looped around and swept into the docking bay at the rear of the craft. Sailors made it secure and a gangplank was run out so that the passengers might descend. The captain himself waited upon Valerius. The two men exchanged greetings and then a uniformed steward led them to a stateroom that only seemed small in comparison to the suites they occupied in Karnak Tower. In truth it was larger than some ships Ulrik had flown on. On the far side of the chamber was a balcony protected by a crystal cupola. While Valerius threw himself down on a couch, Ulrik walked over to the balcony and out. The curve of the hull blocked a good deal of the sky but he had a tremendous view looking back towards Typhon. 
Clouds of soot rose from the smokestacks of the alchemical factories. The sun struck the glossy sides of the towers turning them into blazing multi-coloured mirrors. Around the port were the shipyards where the frames of airships lay in every stage of construction from mere metal skeletons, to complete hulls waiting only the fitting of liftkeels and engine mounts. 
From this height he could see beyond the canal zone surrounding the city out to the edge of the endless rusty red desert. In an odd way, he felt like was going home. Soon they would leave the city behind and be out over the vast wastelands of Old Urath.
Warm fur pressed against his side as Rhea joined him on the balcony. She smiled, revealing her small sharp teeth, and then looked out over the city. 
A siren sounded notifying the passengers that the ship would soon be under way. 
Ulrik imagined the command deck with the captain shouting orders into the speaking tubes and the helmsmen at the levers and wheel that would let them control the ship. In his mind’s eye, he saw the sailors and engineers at their position, throwing trip switches, ordering elementals into action.
 The ship shuddered beneath them, the great rotors beginning to turn, blurring until they were invisible. The anchor chains dropped away and the ship moved forward slowly, searching for the sky lane that would let it avoid collision with other vessels. Leaving and entering port was when most accidents happened. 
The Pride of Karnak rose, moving higher than the tallest towers, swinging out over the ruins of the Old City. Tiny figures looked up and waved. Gondolas swam through the densely-packed sky below them. 
Without really seeming to gain any speed, they were soon out over the irrigated lands surrounding the city. Huge greenhouses sparkled in the sun beneath them. Massive windmills powered the pumps that filled the canals. Here and there elemental wells glowed with sorcerous power as they brought water through from the Dimension Oceanic. From this height the titanic structures looked small and delicate and it came to Ulrik just how fragile humanity’s grip was on this dying world. Aeons of war and magical catastrophe had drained the land of life. 
The Pride of Karnak moved towards a cluster of ships drifting among the clouds. As they came closer Ulrik saw dozens of freighters and liners in the colours of their Houses strung out in a double line-abreast formation. Around them moved formations of military ships, great grey dreadnaughts of the sky, sleek swift destroyers, tiny scout flyers. Enough power was concentrated in this one place to level a small city.
“They are taking no chances,” he said to Rhea.
“They are worried about pirates,” said Valerius joining them on the balcony. 
“No pirates would attack a ship like this,” said Ulrik. “There is no need for us to be part of a convoy.”
“I regret to inform you that you are wrong, my friend. Recently the pirates have grown exceedingly bold. They have attacked liners and trading ships. That’s why our craft have taken to flying in convoys.”
“I have never heard of pirates being so well organised,” said Ulrik. “Are you sure it’s not the fleet of some rival nation flying under false colours? Even in the Pit we had heard that war loomed between Typhon and Korveria.”
“Our agents report that all the Four Empires seem to be suffering the Black Ships’ depredations equally.”
“The Black Ships?”
“The survivors reported that the pirate ships have been painted black and were of unusual design.”
“How so?”
“The ships were enormous craft, incredibly ornate, their prows sculpted to resemble the heads of demons or dragons or some combination of both. Red runes glowed in their side. They had no elemental engines but flew using some other mode of propulsion.”
“Where do they come from? I have never heard of such ships before.”
“Some people think the lesser moon. Myself, I am inclined to suspect your old home port of Hydra.”
“No such ships were built there when I was a captain and that was only a year ago.”
“These raids started less than a year ago. They have been intensifying for about three months. The Emperor is becoming ever more anxious to have the matter resolved. You’re may be right though, the ships are not of typical Hydran design and we have heard nothing from our agents there about them.”
“Surely there must be some clues as to where these things come from. If the pirates took captives they would be on sale in some slave market somewhere.”
“They are not.”
“Maybe the pirates are breaking them up for organs.”
“It’s possible.” 
“That’s not good.”
“I am afraid it gets worse.”
“In what way?”
“Some of the pirates were equipped with black blades.” Ulrik thought about it. The ships Valerius had described might have been created using the same techniques as the demon swords. He did not know enough about magic to know whether it was possible but there was certainly a resemblance in terms of physical appearance. 
“Is that why you are so interested in where these weapons come from?” Ulrik asked.
“At the moment, it is the only lead we have on these sky pirates, and it’s a very tenuous one at that.”
“Let’s hope that we don’t get more first-hand experience of these bold raiders.”
“I could not agree more.”
As The Pride of Karnak took its place in the double line of airships, Ulrik wondered just how likely it was. The Empire of Typhon would not be taking all these precautions if it did not think there was a real threat. 
Ulrik was in no hurry to face another black blade, let alone a ship full of pirates armed with them.

Ulrik stood on the great observation deck at the rear of the ship. The glowing light of the Ring filled the night sky and illuminated the wasteland below. Two moons raced across the sky. The constant drone of airship engines filled the night with muted thunder. Around them the running lights of the other vessels in the convoy glittered, witchfires blazing a warning for other craft to keep their distance. Now and then a trapped storm elemental sparked, and an arc of lightning lit up the side of one of the other craft.
Ulrik drew his cloak tight around him. At this altitude, the night air was cold. The ship’s orchestra were asleep, most of the revellers had gone to their bunks. Only a few passengers, wakeful like himself, were still abroad. Tired looking sailors mopped the deck. In a distant corner, Valerius and a group of wealthy passengers played cards and smoked narcotic tobacco.
Rhea came and stood beside him. “You like to be alone,” she said.
“I wanted time to think,” he said. “I used to take late watches on the Condor just so I could do that.”
“If I am disturbing you I will go.”
“No. You are not disturbing me. Quite the contrary.”
“The Condor—what was that?”
“It was my ship, in another life.”
“You must find this very strange.”
“Yes. So must you.”
Rhea looked down at the desert, a fractured wasteland of cracked earth and huge mesas. Atop one a small cluster of lights marked the location of some outback village where wastelanders eked out a desperate living amid the barren land.
“I love it up here,” she said. “When I was younger I used to always look at skyships and think of freedom.” Ulrik smiled.
“So did I.”
“I have never been free,” she said.
“You were born a slave?”
“I was born in a vat. The wizard who bred me owned me.” Sadness showed in the cat-girl’s voice but Ulrik wondered if he was just reading human emotions into it because of her human appearance. He was never sure how such cross-breeds actually thought.
“Did Valerius make you?”
“No. He came along later. He bought me from the slavers when I was sold for being a thief.”
“We have that in common then. How did you escape from your creator?”
 “I didn’t. He was killed by raiders. I was taken as a slave. I escaped them when I got to Typhon. I lived on the street for years, making money how I could, stealing whatever I could get my claws into. Eventually the thief takers got me.” Ulrik was suspicious. She seemed to want to convince him that they were alike. He wondered why?
“What was he like, your maker?”
“At one time I thought he was a god. Now I can see that he was just a sad old man who wanted company. He was a wizard, who had retired to a tower in the wastelands to pursue his researches. His sorcery did not save him when the raiders came. You look sad. Why?”
“I was thinking of my father. I thought he was a god once too, when I was a child. When I was older I came to see that he was just like other men, no better and no worse.”
“Disillusionment is part of growing up or so I have been told.” There was bitterness in her voice.
“I suppose so. What sort of research did your maker pursue?”
“He was interested in the demons of the desert. There are a lot of subworld gates down there. He made pacts with some of the things he pulled through. He claimed that there was some of their blood in me.”
Over the aeons many wizards had cross-bred demons with other life forms. It made them stronger and more powerful magically. It was supposed to make them more wicked as well. Ulrik wondered about that. In his experience people could be quite wicked enough without having demon blood in them. 
“Why is Valerius so interested in these pirates?”
“Commerce. House Karnak is one of the great trading Houses—they can’t be too thrilled about losing so many ships. In their world money is power. You lose ships and gold and your enemies gain strength relatively. There are many who would like to see Karnak destroyed.”
“He’s taking a roundabout way of finding the pirates.”
“He’s taking the only way he can find. The black blades are the only connection he has come across.”
“You are his lover, aren’t you?”
“Is that fact of interest to you?”
“Maybe.”
“Does it make a difference?”
“Yes.”
“You are not one of those men who believe in sharing lovers?”
“Not on a permanent basis.”
“I am not his only lover,” she said. “Or even only his lover for that matter.”
“What else are you?”
“I am a bodyguard too, and an agent of sorts.”
“You have contacts in the Old Town?”
“I told you I was a thief there. I learned to do many things.”
“I bet you did.”
“Given your previous career I don’t think you are in a position to be passing judgement.”
“I was not passing judgement,” he lied.
“How were you captured?”
“I was reckless after… well, never mind.” He had almost mentioned the death of his family but it was not something he wanted to share. “Privateers overhauled my ship. There was a battle. We lost. I was thrown in chains. Then I was sold into the Pits. The rest I think you know. Did Valerius use his machine on you too—the one that binds your lives together.”
She shook her head. “He used a geas spell. It compels loyalty although I would be loyal to him anyway.”
“Not very trusting is he?”
“He was born into House Karnak.” She said it, as if that explained everything. In a way, it did. Valerius was a sorcerer from a clan of sorcerers whose origins were lost in the mists of history. His family was ancient and wicked and powerful, and its members were not known for their love of one another. After a few moments, she added; “He’s not a pure blood, you know. His mother was a slave. That’s one reason his siblings hate him.”
“They don’t want the bloodline diluted?”
“He thinks they don’t like the fact that a half-breed has risen to a position of power in the House.”
“He occupies one then?”
“Lord Karnak favours him. Why do you think we are here? He is a trusted agent, no matter what he chooses to say or how things appear.”
“You like him, don’t you?”
She paused for a moment. “He is not the worst master we could have — by a long way.”
“Has he promised you your freedom?”
“Why would I want it? For someone like me being free on the streets of Typhon means being free to starve.”
“You would rather remain within House Karnak.”
“It is warm. I get what I want. I have enough to eat.”
“Is that the limit of your ambitions?”
“There was a time when those ambitions seemed as far beyond my reach as the moons. What are yours?”
“I want to be free. I want to have the deck of a ship beneath my feet and a crew ready to obey my orders.”
“You might achieve it all, if you stick with Valerius.”
“I’m not counting on it.”
“That is probably wise.” 
In the distance the card game had broken up. Valerius beckoned for Rhea to come over and join him. Ulrik remained where he was, studying the distant ships, wondering what it would be like to be on a command deck again, and wondering if he would ever know.








Chapter Eight
Ulrik lay awake in his narrow bed staring at the ceiling of his narrow cabin. It was the middle of the night and he could not sleep. It was not the thrumming of the wind outside the ship’s porthole or the vibration of the walls and deck all around him that kept him awake. Nor was it the drone of the engines. He had been a sailor most of his life. Normally he would have found such things relaxing. He feared he would have another nightmare. The strange dream disturbed him more than he cared to admit. There was something a little too real about it for his liking. 
His fingers found the scar on his chest, and probed it like a tongue drawn back again and again to a hole in a tooth. It felt like any normal scar now, but it wasn’t and what lay beneath it troubled him. Within his chest was a dormant demon which might at Valerius’s whim come to life and devour him body and soul. Perhaps Valerius would not even need to will it. No magic was perfect. Perhaps the binding would come undone by accident, and the demon would be freed. That such an event might spoil Valerius’s carefully laid plans was no consolation to Ulrik. He would not be around to enjoy the wizard’s discomfiture. 
He raised himself from the bunk and pressed his face to the chill porthole window. His breath misted on it, and moisture ran like tears down the translucent crystal surface. He could see the stars as though through thin clouds.
His earlier talk with Rhea had stirred up memories, ones he was not sure he wanted to engage with.
He had never really known his own father. The old man had disappeared on some tramp airship when Ulrik was barely old enough to walk, leaving him and his mother to fend for themselves. He had often wondered whether it was deliberate abandonment or some accident. They happened often enough aboard airships- a misstep, an explosion, an elemental becoming unbound or a moment of carelessness near a whirring rotor blade was all it took. And those were simply the hazards shipboard. 
There were many more when a sailor hit port. A knife in the back from a robber who wanted a pay-bulging purse was all it took, and Ulrik had seen it happen often enough. A sickness caught in a far port. A bad reaction to some fleshgraft. There were a hundred ways a man could step out of this world. Of course, none of them were quite as bad as the one Valerius had prepared for him. That was an act of cold, calculated cruelty that the worst of pirates would have been proud to call their own.
He touched the scar again, as if by doing so often enough he could rub away the taint. Awareness of it had been growing in him. He wondered if it was the demon itself, its life force, its presence, its own faint but growing consciousness. 
The irony of it was that he had never felt better. He was stronger than ever, robust, glowing with health. His mind was sharp and his reflexes quick. His grafts were operating at a level of efficiency they had never achieved before. His sight was keener, his movements surer, his strength greater than it had ever been. And yet beneath all of that he was aware of something ominous. 
He was like the sufferer from lung rot who had just noticed the first spots of blood on a handkerchief, or the patient whose physiomancer had just pronounced the divination of a tumour. He had a sudden eerie sense of the fragility of his life and just how quickly he could be sucked into a hell of pain. 
Death had walked at his shoulder since he was a lad. He had fought on the blood-slick decks of doomed airships and on the gritty sands of gladiatorial arenas but he had never felt this sick certainty of something bad about to occur. 
He had known before every battle that this day might be his last. He was intimately familiar with fear but not this nagging worry. Perhaps the difference was that then he had known that to some extent his fate was in his own hands, that by his skill at arms he could ensure his own survival. There was nothing of that when it came to what Valerius had done to him. 
His fate was entirely up to the wizard. Even if the spell unravelled and the demon became accidentally free, it was would be because of a failure of spellcraft on Valerius’s part. 
He had lived under life and death discipline before— what sailor on a pirate craft had not? A captain’s word was final when an airship and its entire crew could be lost by an error of judgement, but he had never felt oppressed by it the way he did now. It pressed down on him like a huge weight. He was aware of it with almost every breath. 
By day, he could distract himself, going about the ship, paying attention to his surroundings, talking to his companions, but at night, alone in his bunk, he could not avoid awareness of it. He could not keep his thoughts from circling around on this dismal track. 
He lay back down on the bed. The crumpled silks beneath his back seemed filled with stones. The air was close and his chest tight, and he felt as if he were about to have some difficulty breathing. How long would it be till dawn, he wondered?
Think of something else, anything else. He tried to remember what his father had looked like, but could recall only the vaguest of memories of a big man, and there was no telling how accurate they were, for any man would have seemed big to the small child he had been. 
It was easier to remember his mother, although she had lasted only a few more years after his father had vanished, sunk into an abyss of drink and tears and lung rot. He could at least picture her face though, with its meagreness and its sad, lost, drinker’s eyes. 
He could remember her cremation quite vividly and the hard weeks of begging and being kicked around the village from shelter to shelter till eventually he had been indentured to a tramp airship captain who had taught him the basics then sold on his contract to Karsh, the brutal captain who had turned out to have a sideline in piracy and smuggling. It had been a life of fighting for scraps in the gunrooms, learning all the myriad ways in which a ship worked. Karsh was based in Hydra, the greatest rats’ nest of robbers and pirates on the planet, a city whose location sometimes shifted depending on the reach of those who hunted it, but whose inhabitants invariably ended up being the same.
He had made some good friends and learned the tricks of his trade and he had felt like part of something. He had belonged to Karsh’s crew and that had counted for something, for a crew relied on each other in many a life and death situation, aboard ship and ashore. He had served out his indenture which, much to his surprise, had been honoured by Karsh, for he had yet to learn that for all of their disregard for the world’s laws, sky pirates had great regard for their own, particularly those that affected crews, for what else did they have to bind them? He had stayed with Karsh for two years after that and transferred out to the Golden Maiden when Karsh’s first mate Yalam got his own ship. 
He tried to picture Yalam and his crew and managed to bring back a few faces. He remembered some of the ships they had taken, and the mesa villages they had burned. He remembered his first woman, a screaming villager thrown on a grimy floor while his blood swam with drugged fury and hard liquor. He had been fifteen. She must have been thirty and begged for her life and those of her children. 
He remembered buying his first stormlance. It had cost him twenty terces, which had seemed like a fortune at the time. Remembered the feeling of power carrying the crystal tipped rod with its trapped elemental had given him. He could remember using it to shoot devilbats from the air with a bolt of its trapped lightning. He could remember the first man he had killed with it too, cast into the air by pillars of magical electricity, his protective amulets overloaded, his eyes popping, his skin turning black.
Life had been strange and sweet in those days but there had been a great deal of anger in him and the desire to share that anger with the world. Hydra had seemed like the centre of the cosmos to him. He had not known then just how new it was. The scattered fleets had only just returned to the ancient ruined city, rebuilding it once again after it had been destroyed by the fleets of Typhon. War raged between the great empires of Typhon and Korveria providing the perfect opportunity to open the city for business once more.
In the chaos, none of the powers had paid any attention to the pirates. After all who could tell when a ship was lost to enemy action and when it was lost to corsairs? Many of the powers had paid the Council of Captains to attack their enemies and there was good money to be made fighting for all sides. There had been plenty of loot, plenty of slaves, plenty of fighting and plenty of money. It had been a golden age of sky piracy and that had attracted more men, more ships and more money. Merchants had funded the building of raiding ships. Captains of Imperial warships had deserted with their crews. Traders had brokered deals with the pirate fleets in order to do business in Hydra. It became a place where agents, spies and diplomats thrived, and a neutral meeting place for representatives of the empires. It had filled a role that many people found necessary.
At the time it had seemed as if it would never end. Ulrik had risen through the ranks spectacularly, for he had grown into a powerful man that other men would follow and he was clever and quick and he knew everything there was to know about flying and managing an airship. It had not been difficult – airships had been his home since childhood. By the time he was in his early twenties he was seen as a promising young man, one of the coming generation of leaders. He led the boldest raids, took the biggest prizes and appeared to fear nothing under heaven or out of hell. It had seemed only natural to be offered his own ship by a cartel of merchants and that he should recruit his own crew.
It was during that period he had met Anna, and by a strange miracle she seemed able to love a huge ugly cruel man with a passion that had matched his for her. It had made him fight harder and take greater risks, for he soon had a family to provide for and the dream that one day he would make enough money to get out of the life and start all over again, fresh in a civilised place. That dream had died along with the plague that took his family.
The empires made peace. Piracy was once more a nuisance and an impediment to trade. The military no longer turned a blind eye to raids against enemy shipping on their own territory. He supposed he should have seen the portents. The omens were all there. The pirates began to suffer greater losses. Fat merchantmen turned out to be disguised warships. The imperials seem to know when pirates would strike. He supposed they must have paid enough for that intelligence.
It had been one of those disguised warships that had got him and his crew. He should have sensed that there was something wrong when he approached it but he had been overconfident, lulled into a false sense of security by a long string of successful raids. His ship had been overmatched by his opponents and he had lost everything in that one battle.
Now he was here, the slave of a man he would once have regarded as his prey. He wondered if things could have turned out any differently but he suspected the answer was no. He had lived through an age that was an anomaly. There had been other such ages in the past and doubtless there would be again. But for the moment the era of the sky pirate was over.
Or maybe not. Maybe someone had found a way to build their strength again by making pacts with the demon worlds. There had been rumours before he had left of a sorcerer called Molok, a creature half- man, half-demon who had promised the Council of Captains a way to strike back at those who hunted them. Perhaps they had taken him up on it.
He lay there awake for a long time as the ship thundered through the sky. He touched the scar again, wondering if the evil thing would wake within him and what the future might hold.








Chapter Nine
Dawn found Ulrik on the foredeck, near the prow of The Pride of Karnak, staring towards the horizon. He had always loved to watch the sun come up over the wastelands. He had almost as good a view as the captain and his officers in the superstructure behind him. 
Ahead of him the long line of the convoy filled the sky. Warships swarmed the air around it, sweeping backwards and forwards like caged devil-hounds looking for something to attack. Off to the right, below them he could see a long trail of dust rising, most likely a war-party of Uruk raiders on the move. He wished he had a spyglass. He would have been able to make out the details. He shaded his eyes and squinted in the bright early morning light.
“I believe it’s a Shadar pilgrim band,” said a voice from nearby. Ulrik looked up to see Valerius. He was surprised. He had thought his master would still have been enmeshed in the sleeping silks he shared with Rhea. 
“This is an unusual part of the Wastes for them to be in,” said Ulrik. He added master as an afterthought. Playing the servant did not come easy to him.
“Every year the Shadar become more numerous, every year their territory increases. Soon the walking dead will outnumber the living-- then perhaps all the cities of humanity will have something to fear,” Valerius said.
They passed directly over the dust cloud now, heading in the opposite direction. There were thousands of people on the move down there- walking under their own power or mounted on bony, rotting steeds. Strange tattered banners floated on the wind. Such a huge band could only be corpsemen. The Uruk clans never travelled in such numbers and no merchant caravan could support so many.
“Why do their numbers grow? What animates them?” Ulrik said. He did not really expect an answer.
“The Blights grow larger. The cancer of dark magic eats out the heart of our world. The barriers between life and death grow daily more thin. Some say it’s a sign that the End of Days grows near, that the Demon Princes are returning.”
“Do you think that is the case?”
“They were masters of this world once. Before they were banished. They have many followers still who wish them to return.”
“You think one of them made the black blade?”
“It is their mark, the sign of their favour, the weapon of their chosen champions.”
“Why did the Pit owners let Lem carry one?”
“We live in decadent times. It gives people a thrill to see the signs of our ancient enemies. I think there are those who hunger for an ending, for our civilisation to be swept away.”
Already the dust cloud and the horde of walking corpses had started to fall behind as the convoy progressed across the sky. “In the deep Blights they have cities,” said Ulrik. “Ruins they occupied, buildings they live in. They have their own lords and their own empires.”
“So I have heard. You speak like one who has seen such things with your own eyes.”
“Many times I have flown over the deep Wastes.”
“I have been told that was impossible.”
“Dangerous—not impossible. You can fly an airship over the Blights. The currents of dark magic make navigation difficult, and the elementals unruly, but it can be done, if you are desperate enough.”
“Like when you’re being pursued by Imperial Pirate Hunters?”
Ulrik shrugged. “Or hunting fleeing prey.”
Something drew his companion’s attention to the horizon. Within the past few minutes something had sprung up there, a roiling mass of dark clouds that obscured the curve of the earth. Warning bells sounded as The Pride of Karnak’s lookouts saw it too.
“We’d best go below,” said Valerius. “It looks like a storm’s coming and it’s going to be a big one.”
“I think I will wait here and watch,” said Ulrik. “It’s been a long time since I witnessed a tempest of this magnitude.”
“Suit yourself.”

Lightning bolts blazed across the face of the onrushing wave of clouds, like a predator flashing its fangs. Not long after, the roar of thunder provided it with a voice. 
The rotors began to whine. The Pride of Karnak bucked a little as the outrider winds of the storm touched her. The railings vibrated. A sailor tugged at his sleeve. “Best return to your cabin, sir. Looks like it’s going to be a bad blow.”
A long rope dangled from the man’s safety harness. A strong clip attached it to the railing. Tempted as he was to stay on deck, Ulrik realised the sense of the sailor’s words. Storm winds could toss a man overboard. 

“What’s going on?” Rhea asked as Ulrik entered the stateroom.
“Storm coming in,” said Ulrik.
Valerius had a wizard’s robe thrown about him. Colours flowed across his chest and back, sometimes blending in with the décor of the stateroom, sometimes clashing with it violently. He stepped out onto the balcony and studied the sky. Multi-coloured clouds roiled across it. Long streamers of turbulent greenish yellow mist raced passed them. The ship bucked and groaned. Valerius had to flex his legs to keep his balance. 
“What do you think?” he asked Ulrik.
“It’s going to be bad.”
“Bad enough to take this ship down.”
“I doubt it. The Pride of Karnak has a double liftkeel and the biggest engines I have ever seen. It would take the mother of all storms to knock her out of the sky.”
Suddenly the whole ship shuddered and bucked. The thunder roared again, like the voice of an angry god shouting outside their window. “Of course,” Ulrik said. “This could be the mother of all storms. We’d better strap ourselves in.”
They took up positions on the stateroom couches and fastened the leather harnesses around them. For what seemed like hours the ship bounced and juddered. Her joints creaked. Her prow plunged and Ulrik could almost feel her racing downwards to bury herself in the sands of the Wastes. Polychromatic lightning burst all around them, illuminating the stateroom with its hellish glare. In his mind’s eye, Ulrik pictured captain and crew wrestling with the storm for control of the ship. 
He saw fear in his companions’ eyes as the ship rolled to one side. He did not blame them. The force of the storm must be colossal to shove a ship the size of The Pride of Karnak around like this. The glowglobes flickered. The elementals grumbled and fretted. Ulrik tried to force the image of the broken hulk of the airship lying burned out in the desert from his mind, but he could not. If this wind should force them over a Blight, the consequences for everyone on board could be catastrophic, and the presence of the Shadar earlier suggested that there might be one of those sour and tainted lands not too far away.
The whole vessel rang as if a giant were hitting it with a colossal hammer. Ulrik was thrown forward and only the restraining harness kept him from being tossed across the room. He felt sorry for the sailors who were out there and at the same time he envied them. He wished there was something he could do, but there was not. This ship was not his to command. His fate was in the hands of someone else, and he did not like it one bit. He smiled sourly. It was a feeling he had endured too much of late.
The storm’s howl reached a crescendo, and then fell to the merest murmur of winds sliding past the ship’s hull. Valerius raised an eyebrow. “Is it over?”
“It might only be the eye of the storm,” said Ulrik, unclipping his harness and making his way to balcony. The armoured glass of the cupola was scored and chipped. Abrasive sand had risen from the desert below. He looked back along the hull and saw that the great rotor housing leaked black smoke. The blades turned feebly, with all the energy of the wings of an injured insect. The sky was mostly blue and clear. The storm receded away behind them.
None of the other ships of the convoy were visible. Had they crashed or had they merely become separated in the storm? Ulrik had no way of telling. Things did not look so good though—they were stuck on a crippled ship adrift over the Gods alone knew what stretch of the demon-haunted wastelands. He supposed the ship must have a beacon and they could always send the launches to look for help. He did not like to think of what might happen if another storm blew up in the meantime…
Valerius joined him on the balcony. Like Ulrik’s, his eyes were immediately drawn to the crippled engine. “Looks like we may be in some trouble.”
Ulrik noticed a small dot in the distance. It approached rapidly. At first he thought it was another ship from the convoy, but then he realised that it was the wrong shape and the wrong colour. 
“I think we are in more than some trouble,” he said, pointing at the enormous black warship coming ever closer. It was a mighty craft, long and sleek and black as night without stars. Red runes glowed along its side. Sleek lateral wings protruded from its side and two massive dorsal rudders jutted from its spine. Though it had no visible means of propulsion it moved through the sky like a shark cutting through the waters of a torture tank. Its prow was carved into the head of a grinning demon god. Ulrik guessed that its captain looked out through the fiend’s red crystal eyes. There was something about the runes and the metal from which its hull was forged that reminded Ulrik of a black blade. 
Warning bells sounded throughout The Pride of Karnak, letting passengers and crew know of their danger.
“It looks like the pirates have found us,” Ulrik said.
“I wonder if that’s a coincidence,” said Valerius.
“You are saying they sent the storm?”
“That would not be beyond the ability of one skilled in meteorological magic, although perhaps they simply had someone who could predict the storm would hit us.”
Ulrik wondered about that—the predictions of weather wizards were notoriously hit or miss. Not that it mattered in the slightest. The only question was whether the pirate would board them or simply blast them from the skies and pick the bones of the wreckage. 
The crippled rotors of The Pride of Karnak’s flank began to turn as the captain sought to flee from the oncoming pirate. Ulrik did not give a lot for his chances. He shifted the perception of his eyes up the magical spectrum. A strange red aura surrounded the enemy ship and left a bubbling stream of magical turbulence in its wake. It was like nothing he had ever seen before. He told Valerius about it. The wizard frowned.
“Demon magic,” he said.
“Then perhaps you were right about the connection between the black blades and pirates.”
“That does not give me very much satisfaction at this moment.”
Turrets of black steel swivelled in the pirate vessel’s side. The barrels of the prismatic cannon, enormous conductive lances tipped with crystal, came to bear. Bolts of reddish lightning arced across the sky towards The Pride of Karnak. The air shimmered around them as the airship’s wards repelled the attack.
 A puff of smoke erupted from the black ship. A shell laden with alchemical explosive smashed into their vessel. The Pride of Karnak shivered at the impact.
“That was a warning shot,” said Ulrik. “They are telling us not to run.”
Elementals howled in the depths of The Pride of Karnak as the crew returned fire. Shimmering, colour-changing lightning blazed through the air towards the pirate. The air around it glowed red, and the runes on its side became the colour of arterial blood as it absorbed the attack. 
“What do you think our chances are?” Valerius asked Ulrik. “You’re the expert on this sort of thing.”
The pirate was a ship of war; their own craft, big though it was, was merely an armed merchantman. “We’d best hope some of the escort come looking for us and soon. I don’t give much for our chances.”
Valerius gave him a sour smile. “So much for your theories that pirates would not attack a ship of our size, my friend.”
“No pirate I ever heard of owned a battleship like that?”
“Apparently times have changed.”
“Where did it come from?”
“I wish I knew, my friend.”
“It looks like a thing from the demon worlds,” said Ulrik. 
“You might be right,” said Valerius in a tone that did not reassure Ulrik at all. He had been speaking metaphorically.
“We’d best arm ourselves. It looks like we’ll be repelling boarders soon.” There was no need for him to say what they were all thinking; no one knew what the pirates did with their prisoners, or even whether they took any.

The pirate ship was almost upon them. A massive verdigrised doorway opened in the demon’s mouth, falling forward so that it protruded like a tongue. It was boarding ramp. From portals in the side of the attacker, smaller black launches swarmed, each a miniature version of its parent. Armed warriors crowded their decks. Blood red runes glowed in their sides. As they lifted upwards he could see the bottoms of their hulls glowed with them too. 
“We need to get to the lifeboats,” Valerius said. “I don’t think we’ve much chance if we stay with this ship.”
“I can’t fault your reasoning,” said Ulrik.
They raced out into the corridor and were almost thrown off their feet by the force of the two ships impacting. The Pride of Karnak shuddered like a desert gazelle with a predatory banthar upon its neck. Ulrik felt the deck vibrate beneath his feet. The chandeliers swung erratically. Small objects tumbled off the tables and dressers.
“No time to waste,” said Valerius, as he reeled off one wall and then another. Ulrik followed him swiftly, but not as quickly as Rhea. The cat-girl easily kept her balance. They raced through the long metal corridors, clambered down the ladders fixed to the walls. 
Screams and the sounds of fighting echoed all around them, amplified by the hull of the ship. Sword-armed crewmen racing to obey an officer rushed past them in the opposite direction. Fear twisted the officer’s features even as he calmly gave orders. Ulrik knew that all of the crewmen expected to die. Pirates were rarely merciful to folk who fought back against them.
From a porthole above them a body dropped, followed by another and another. Ulrik caught his first close-up glimpse of the pirates. They wore tattered finery- robes of glamourcloth and evening gowns of mistweave. Some wore the uniforms of sky sailors or their officers. Their skin had a blotched unhealthy quality, as if tainted by mould, and a foul fusty smell hung in the air around them. 
Others looked human enough but there was a mad look in their eyes, as if they were driven forward under the compulsion of demonic sorcery. A huge number had crude grafts attached to their limbs and bodies. Some had arms that ended in tentacles. Others had monstrous claws. Many were huge, far bulkier than a normal man, enormous muscles shifting under leathery armoured skin. They wore amulets with obscene runes, and their leader carried the same sort of demonic blade that Lem had borne in the Pit. It was as if The Pride of Karnak had been invaded by a horde of screaming, chanting demons.
Ulrik stepped forward and stabbed with his elemental blade. The weapon caught fire and, blazing with supernatural power, pierced the lower of jaw of the pirate commander. Ulrik drove it upward into his brain. The thing’s eyes popped out as the heat of the blade exploded its brain, and foul jelly spattered the walls. Ulrik stepped carefully over the black blade and swept through the rest of the pirates, smashing them aside and clearing a way for Valerius and Rhea to pass.
They ran down the ramp into the hold. Valerius clutched an amulet against his chest and chanted the words of a spell. Ulrik saw power flow and knot in the air around them. A nimbus of golden light played around Valerius’s hands as he chanted a spell. Golden light flowed from his aura and where it touched the pirates they shrivelled and burned. 
The wizard nodded with some satisfaction. “I think it best if we find a lifeboat.”
Ulrik agreed. The Pride of Karnak was doomed.







Chapter Ten
They emerged onto an observation deck. Tables and chairs were overturned. Sailor fought with pirate, the savage violence incongruous amidst the antique furniture. Through the huge crystal window, Ulrik could see the rust red desert below them, and the black steel sides of the pirate vessel. Hundreds of screaming gargoyle heads emerged from the metal, as if a horde of demons had been caught forever in the act of emerging from the armour plate. 
A blur above them, caught from the corner of his eye, warned Ulrik. He pushed Valerius and Rhea into cover of one of the overturned tables.
Crystal splintered as a black launch crashed through the cupola. More pirates dropped from it, blades slashing. At the helm of the ship stood a tall figure robed in scarlet and black, the sign of a red moon worked in brass on its armour’s chest-plate. In the moon’s centre a blood ruby glowed. The figure was taller and leaner than his fellow pirates, and his eyes seemed filled with pools of blood. Ulrik realised he had seen those robes and that sign before. They were the badges of the followers of Molok, the sorcerer who had promised aid to the Council of Captains in Hydra.
Valerius raised his hand and beam of golden light flickered from it, spearing directly at the newcomer. It raised a hand and a shield of red energy blocked Valerius’s spell. It spoke an awful word of its own, and Valerius covered his bleeding ears, his features twisted in the utmost extreme of agony. 
Ulrik stooped and picked up a razor-edged splinter of crystal as long as his arm. Taking careful aim, he heaved it at the enemy mage. It sheared through the pirate sorcerer’s neck and the head fell away. 
More and more launches crashed through the cupola, bringing more and more of pirates into the fray. 
“We’ve got to get out of here,” said Ulrik. “This can’t go on much longer.”
Ulrik activated his protective amulet and leapt forward, hacking at the enemy with his burning blade, cleaving the altered flesh of the demon worshippers, sending them tumbling away from him. Valerius and Rhea followed. No one else seemed left alive in the chamber.
“Ahead, ahead,” shouted Valerius. “We must get to the lifeboat dock or we are all doomed.”
Briefly Ulrik considered the advisability of trying to steal one of the black launches, but he had no idea of how to fly one. 
Sitting in the mouth of a launch tube was a small airboat. It was larger than a gondola, with a streamlined prow and an open top, built of brass and liftwood, designed to hold about twenty people. A large runestone slaved to both the engine and the liftkeel was housed at the rear, just underneath the rudder. Stubby wings protruded from its side, massive rotor from the rear.
“Get in! Get in!” Valerius shouted. The sorcerous command in his voice was all but irresistible. Ulrik found himself in the pilot’s seat.
Behind them, more and more pirates swarmed into the corridor. Another scarlet robed sorcerer led them, brandishing a black blade in his hand. Valerius jumped into the lifeboat.
“Strap yourselves in,” shouted Ulrik as he pulled the quick release lever and the airboat lurched forward, sliding down the long tube. 
The ship erupted from the darkness of the launch tunnel into the light of day. Ulrik’s stomach lurched as they began to drop like a stone. He touched the gem tipped control stick and it came to life underneath his grip. He willed the trapped elemental to waken. It responded and fed power to the liftkeel. The lifeboat gained power and began to rise. Ulrik touched the activation stud for its single rear mounted rotor. The smell of ozone filled the air as it roared to life and pushed them away from the floating hulk of The Pride of Karnak.
As they raced skyward, he glanced back. Pirates emerged from the launch tube and tumbled off into space, arms and legs flailing.
The merchantman blazed. Fire raged from stem to stern, billowing in black oily clouds from its side. Arcs of lightning danced along the hull as trapped elementals escaped their bonds. All around it, like a swarm of black stinging insects, pirate air-launches buzzed. He could see no other lifeboats. It looked like they were the only ones to win free. 
Sailors threw themselves over the side, trusting to their lift-harnesses to save them from the long drop. Black launches intercepted them and dragged the gently floating men aboard. Ulrik wondered if it was his imagination or could he really hear their screams. He dialled up the engine power, and pointed the lifeboat’s nose towards the nearest clouds. Hiding among the billows would be the best way of hiding from the pirates. 
“Everybody all right?” he asked. Rhea showed her teeth in a feral grin.
“Look out,” shouted Rhea, pointing upwards over Ulrik’s shoulder. He followed her gesture and saw a black air-launch racing closer. Pirates swarmed its deck.
He wrenched the control stick and raced away from it, still aiming for cloud. The black air-launch rushed closer, its movement uncannily silent. Even overloaded as it was, it was faster than they. The lifeboat was not designed for speed. “We’d better get ready to defend ourselves,” he shouted. 
“What with?” Rhea asked.
The pirates were almost upon them now. One leapt from the demon-headed prow and missed them, dropping towards the desert below. The sorcerer at the helm of the demon craft raised his hand to cast a spell. It blazed towards them, striking the liftkeel. Through his contact Ulrik felt the life being drained from the elemental. If this kept up it would be unable to provide them with lift and they would plummet to their doom.
Valerius stood up and raked the demon craft with a fire spell. The flames ignited the sorcerer. In the confined space there was little the pirates could do. A few jumped overboard, a few tried to beat themselves out. More leapt at the lifeboat, falling towards them like blazing meteors. One of them landed on the prow, cracking the crystal windshield. 
Rhea leapt forward and skewered him with her knife, then kicked the corpse away. Somehow she managed to easily keep her balance on the lifeboat even as it rocked. Another pirate leapt on them as the demon craft went past. He became entangled in the rotors of the engine. They chopped him to a pulp. A moment later, the lifeboat moved on. Its flight was more erratic now. The impact with the pirate hadn’t done the rotor blades much good.
Ulrik kept the craft rising. Only a few more minutes and they would be within the clouds and have a chance of getting away. There was an enormous explosion nearby as a shell exploded. The lifeboat began to spin out of control. 
The black ship itself was shooting at them.

 Ulrik made contact with the dying elemental, commanding it to lift them. It responded gamely, feeding the remnants of its life-force into the liftkeel. He threw the power lever forward and they continued to climb.
 The monitor dial needles were in the red, the engine was in danger of overheating. Either important cogs were being jammed by pirate flesh, or the rotor blades had been knocked out of true. Now was not the time to worry about such things, thought Ulrik, sending the lifeboat jinking to the left. Another shell exploded to their right. The wash of hot air swatted the lifeboat from its flight path. 
Ulrik prayed that they would soon be out of range. His heart raced. His mouth felt dry. This was worse than being in the Pit. At least there he had a chance of hitting back at his tormentors. Here he felt like a fly being chased around a room by an angry drunkard. Another shell exploded and then another. The force of the explosion buffeted the lifeboat and Ulrik fought desperately to control their flight. 
He risked a glance behind them and saw that three more of the black launches were in pursuit. “Come on, come on,” he muttered. “Get us into those clouds.”
The pirates zoomed ever closer. A few carried stormlances. Crackling bolts of lightning filled the air around. Ulrik flinched and kept up his evasive pattern.
The first tattered streamers of ochre cloud surrounded the lifeboat. Ulrik almost cheered as the chill mist surrounded them, but then they were out in sunlight again. He brought the lifeboat screaming around, seeking cover, hoping against hope they would find it before the pirate spotted them. He dived at the centre of the densest cloud mass and urged the elemental to give them more power. 
This time the cloud’s clammy embrace encircled them and did not let go. Ulrik dialled the engine down to nothing so that the rotor sound would not give away their position. 
A new fear sidled into his mind; that one of the pursuing craft would accidentally ram them. He told himself that the chances were small but anxiety continued to twist the arm of reason. He wished the enemy craft had engines so that he could hear them but there was nothing. Being inside the cloud was like being lost in the mists of the afterlife. Every sense felt dull. Cold tentacles of fog embraced them, chilling them to the bone.
After what seemed like forever, a massive explosion sounded below them. Ulrik assumed that The Pride of Karnak had finally been destroyed but did not dare descend to investigate. He fought to keep his teeth from chattering, lest even that slight noise should let the enemy detect them.
Eventually, he fed some power to the engine. It coughed to life, and the lifeboat began to rise, emerging from the cloud. Ulrik kept it skimming forward, like a ship on the surface of misty sea, lest he needed to dive back into cover again. 
There was no sign of any pursuers. They were alone in the sky, with only the late afternoon sun above them, and a churning plain of cloud below.
“That was too close,” Ulrik said. 
“You speak the very essence of truth,” said Valerius. “However do not disparage the part that you and Rhea played in our escape. Without the pair of you we might not be here either. In particular I appreciate the skill you showed in piloting this craft. When we get back to civilisation I will see that you are suitably rewarded for it.”
Despite the fact he could hear the hypnotics in the mage’s voice, Ulrik found himself warmed by the praise. A surge of pain and despair through the control stick told him that they had a problem.
“The elemental is dying. I do not know how much longer it can keep us aloft.”
“I feared as much when the sorcerer hit us with that spell. It had the look of something intended to drain life from a victim, and being a creature of magic, the elemental would be particularly susceptible to it.”
“I am going to have to take us down,” said Ulrik. “It would not do to be so high and without power.”
“Do what you have to,” said Valerius. “Our lives are in your hands.”
“Do you have any sorcery that might help us?”
“Alas, levitation is not an area of competence in which I ever excelled. Had I known that I might end up in so dire a situation as this, I might have laboured a tad harder over my grimoires.”
“I take it that means no?”
“Your grasp of the situation is sound. It makes one proud to have someone so quick witted in one’s employ.” The mockery in Valerius’s voice was all too evident.
“There must be lift harnesses in the boat. We could take them and bail out,” said Rhea.
“And that would leave us in the middle of the wastelands with no water, no supplies and no means of transport. Crashing would be a mercy compared to that.”
“There is something I might try but I am loathe to do it while the engine is working.”
“What?”
“When the engine stops working I’ll let you know,” said Valerius. He and Rhea were busy rummaging around the in supply chests looking for lift harnesses. 
Why me, Ulrik thought? It did not seem fair that he should have survived the Pit, only to end up here in a ruined air-boat powered by a dying elemental while below them pirates circled like waiting vultures. Even if they somehow managed to land safely, they would be stuck in the desert hundreds of leagues from civilisation. 
Life was not fair, he told himself. He was just going to have to deal with it. A stab of poisoned energy through his hand told him the elemental was tottering on the edge of oblivion. There only seemed one thing for it. He pushed the stick forward. The engine stuttered, the flaps in the wings moved. The prow of the lifeboat pointed downwards. They descended once more into the clouds.
Once more the feeling of blindness, of imminent peril, threatened to overwhelm him. The thought that the cloud might run all the way to the ground, and that he was heading into a fatal crash nagged at his mind. It was joined by the idea that either the engine or the elemental might die before they made landfall. He ground his teeth. If he had believed in any benign gods he would have prayed to them.
They emerged from the cloud just as he had begun to fear the worst. He glanced desperately around and saw no sign of the air pirates. The rust red sands of the waste were still a long way beneath them. He pulled the stick back a little, making their descent into what he hoped would be a long slow glide. A glance at his fellow passenger’s faces told him they were all as tense as he was.
“I love this,” said Ulrik, which was true, now that he could see again. He enjoyed the sensation of height and speed and having his life in his own hands.
“Perhaps you would be better advised to give your attention to your flying rather than to conversation,” said Valerius. “Not that I wish to discourage you from becoming more communicative, but there is a time and a place for everything.”
All feeling of contact with the elemental died. The rotor coughed and began to spin down, the lifeboat lurched as the liftkeel cut out. The vehicle now had all the aerial manoeuvrability of a thrown stone.
Ulrik felt a brief stab of sympathy with the elemental. It had been drawn from its home plane, only to die here in a world not its own. The feeling faded to be replaced by one of panic.
“I take it that was not something good,” said Valerius. 
“Well spotted,” muttered Ulrik, testing the stick and the foot pedals. At least, the ailerons and rudder were responding. Things could have been worse. “Is everybody strapped in?” he asked. “This is not going to be an easy landing.”
He scanned the Wastes below them, looking for a relatively flat piece of ground. He found what looked like a dried up river bed, running ahead of them. That would have to do. He sought out more landmarks- seeking any sign of human habitation and found none. Best worry about surviving the landing, he told himself, and then he could fret of dying of thirst and starvation in the wastelands.
The descent continued at frightening speed. He tried to keep it flat and smooth. He willed the elemental to come back to life. Nothing happened. He heard someone moving behind him and saw that Valerius had unstrapped himself and was crawling towards the runestone. Ulrik wondered if terror had finally driven the wizard mad.
Valerius laid his hands on the runestone and began to chant. A glow flowed from his hands, and the runestone’s surface lit up. Ulrik felt a faint flow of energy, different from that provided by the elemental, begin to pulse through the stick. The liftkeel began to support them, the rotor sputtered back to life. Ulrik threw it into reverse to slow them, and pulled the stick back to try and gain a little altitude.
“Get us down quickly,” said Valerius, agony in his voice. “After the battle I can’t keep this up for too long. The magic I worked back there has already drained me.”
Another fear struck Ulrik in the belly—perhaps the wizard would overextend himself and die. For him, the consequences of that would be as bad as any crash. He aimed for the river bed and brought the lifeboat down. Its runners squealed as they bit into the sand. Red dust filled the air around them. Pebbles and small bits of rock pinged off the lifeboat’s sides.
They skidded across the dry earth, bouncing and juddering until eventually they came to a halt. “Let me congratulate you on a fine landing,” said Valerius and passed out.
Ulrik looked around. They were stranded in endless leagues of deadly desert. Somewhere in the distance he heard the hissing roar of a poisonous sand dragon. Out of the frying pan, into the fire, he thought.







Chapter Eleven
Ulrik studied the deadly wastelands about them, parched drylands rolling away to the horizon. The landscape was mostly rust red but occasionally sand of a different colour - cobalt blue or imperial yellow -flowed through it. Great spires of tortured rock rose like demon towers over a sterile hell. Standing there it was easy to believe that they were the last people left alive on a planet cursed by demons. The world seemed old and dead. The sun was the unblinking eye of some unforgiving god who had passed final and fatal judgement on mankind. 
Here and there tough plants grew- spinefex and cactus. A number of small mutated rodents scampered around in the shade and overhead, predatory reptiles soared. 
“That was exciting,” said Rhea, clambering out of the lifeboat. The cat-girl’s fur was dusty but otherwise she looked just fine. 
“So was fighting in the Pit. That does not mean I would like to go back to it.”
“I think we have other problems,” said the cat-girl.
“You mean being stuck in the desert with no food and no water, no idea of where we are and of how to get home?” 
“Actually I was thinking of the fact that the elemental is dead and our airship is damaged.”
“I somehow forgot to include that in the list, didn’t I?”
“There is food here,” said Rhea, pointing at the hopping rodents. “And we can get water from those cactus. You have to watch for the spines. Some of them are poisonous. Some of them are hallucinogenic.”
“And some of them are drinkable; fortunately for us, I know which ones are which,” said Ulrik. “Mostly.”
“I think we’d better see how our lord and master is getting on,” said Rhea, vaulting lightly over the side of the lifeboat. The wizard was unconscious and pale as death, but at least he was still breathing. He had taken a few bruises but other than that physically he appeared fine. It was what else might have happened to him that worried Ulrik. A sorcerer could die if he over-drew on his power. Ulrik placed a hand over the implant in his chest. As far as he could tell, it was not about to break free just yet. 
“Behold the mighty wizard,” said Ulrik. “You think we are going to need to carry him?”
“Give him some time to wake up. We won’t be moving until after sundown anyway. Best to move at night. Cooler then. We can navigate by the stars that way too.” 
The cat-girl’s cheerfulness was starting to get on Ulrik’s nerves. 
He began checking the lockers under the lifeboat’s seats and in its sides, discovering a fair supply of hard tack, as well as flasks of water. They also found a mage-compass set to the Typhon beacon. Ulrik did some swift calculations in his head. They had probably covered two hundred and fifty leagues or so. Add in another ten leagues or so for their flight on the lifeboat and they were very roughly forty days march at very best from Typhon if they moved in a straight line. 
Of course that would be impossible, for not all of the wastelands were as welcoming as this area. Some parts would have no plant or animal life and no water. Some would be a trackless maze of dunes and iron sands, others would be tainted by the power of the subworld gates.
“What are you thinking?” asked Rhea.
“I am thinking we have a long walk ahead of us.”
“We could just stay with the lifeboat,” she suggested, not too convincingly. “The convoy will have sent out searchers by now. They might find us.”
“And we could sit here until the end of the world waiting for them, if they don’t. Of course by then we will have run out of food and water so we won’t have to worry about it. Or maybe the fleet won’t find us- maybe the pirates will.”
“I was just listing the options. Can you think of any others?”
“We could wait for Valerius to wake and see if he has any magic that will help us.”
Rhea moved to the edge of the dried up river bed, studying the distance. “It is lovely here,” she said. “It reminds me of the place where I grew up.”
Ulrik studied the reddish clouds, hanging low in the yellow sky and thought of all the monsters that roamed this place. Somewhere out there ancient gateways still smouldered, and the paths to hell glowed bright.
“I would not exactly call it lovely,” he said. “Anyway, we have work to do, let’s see what we can salvage.”

The Ring filled the sky with light. The moons raced across the blackness. Stars glittered coldly. The air had the faint metallic tang that Ulrik associated with night in the desert.
Rhea threw herself down beside him by the fire. In her hand she held a skinned rockrat. She slit its belly with one extended claw, gutted it and skewered it and then placed it in the ashes to bake. “A childhood treat. I prefer them raw,” she said, “but many people find the sight disturbing.”
“Your courtesy is greatly appreciated.” She cocked her head towards the airboat where Valerius slept.
“He seems exhausted, don’t you think?” Ulrik asked. “I am worried about him. He has not woken yet.”
“He can seem anything he wants—that is his gift,” said Rhea.
“You are not very trusting tonight.”
“I find a certain suspicion helps keep me alive.”
“A lack of trust is the start of wisdom, as my first captain used to say.”
Her warm fur nestled against him. She touched the area over the implant. He shrugged her hand away. 
“What are you thinking?” she asked.
“I once heard a philosopher say that this world is a prison and we are all damned souls trapped here to feed the demons.”
“That’s a gloomy thought,” she said. 
“Another claimed that the world is a prison for demon gods and the gates were shut to keep them here.”
“You have been hanging out with some gloomy philosophers.”
“Is there any other kind?”
“You’re a strange man,” she said. “These are the sort of words I would expect from Valerius not from a sky pirate.”
“Sky pirates think all the time about crime and punishment and hell and damnation.”
“So it would seem. My old master once claimed that the Elder Gods abandoned this world after they bound the Demon Princes. The world is so old and so many lies have accreted one upon the other. Who can tell what is true and what is not? Do you think the Black Ship was a demon ship?”
“How would I know? I am not a wizard.”
“Perhaps we should ask Valerius?”
“I am not sure I want to know. If the Demon Princes have returned, the world will become a very dark place indeed.”
“Some would say it already is.”
“And on that gloomy thought I bid you good night.” He rose and went to lie by the other side of the fire.
She studied him as if disappointed by this response. He looked at her for a long time wondering what was going on here, and unsure as to why she was pushing herself on him. She was Valerius’s creature for sure, but then again, at this moment in time so was he. 
He lay flat on his back staring up at the cold stars. The constellations he had learned as a boy glanced back down at him; the Reaper, the Wolf, the Demon’s Tail. Once, given enough time he could have used them to navigate back home. The only problem was that now, he had no idea where home was.
Sleep came.

Ulrik looked up at a strange sky. Overhead two suns blazed and a large moon glimmered palely through the clouds. He stood amidst an endless blighted forest, the like of which existed nowhere on Urath. The giant trees were ochre, orange and crimson, striated in various layers, rippled by a hot wind that made them whisper like angry ghosts. 
He knew that this world was not his own but he had no idea how he had got there. Huge hive-like structures emerged from the forest. Around them buzzed clouds of insect-like things each as large as a man or larger. He felt exposed, knowing that the things were carnivorous and worse than carnivorous and yet at the same time he felt a certain kinship with them and he was not entirely sure why.
He fought down the urge to run, to hide, to flee into the endless jungle and get as far away from the potential hunters as he could. As he looked upon the creatures, he felt something pulse within his chest and looking down he saw that the flesh had begun to bulge and stir as if some small creature had burrowed within his chest and was desperately trying to emerge. 
He felt no pain. He felt nothing at all except a strange rippling motion in his flesh. He knew that this was wrong, he wished that he had a knife so that he could slash his chest and let whatever was in there get free, but he was naked and unarmed. 
Looking at himself he realised that he was no longer quite human. His skin felt tougher and perhaps that was the reason why the thing buried in his body could not get free. His nails were longer, more like claws. His eyes had changed as well, were covered by some tough translucent membrane that protected them from the windborne poisonous spores. 
Looking around, he could see that there were the ruins of a buried city hidden by the jungle surrounding him. The huge ziggurats were so overgrown by creepers and vines as to be almost invisible. Mould and moss blurred their outlines until they looked almost like natural hills but here and there statues and massive doorways told him that this was the work of intelligent beings.
He felt certain that this city had not been built by the insect-like creatures. He was sure that once human beings have lived here. As he watched, the wind blew aside a curtain of hanging moss, revealing a huge statue that lay beneath. The features were familiar and it took a long time to realise that the man looked like Valerius. His features had been eroded by centuries of time but it was still recognisably the wizard. More than that, there was something sentient, God-like about the statue, a sense of a powerful intelligence, of a living presence.
The statue reached out with one colossal stone hand, pulled itself upright and gazed around with gargantuan, empty eyes. It looked down on Ulrik like a man contemplating some tiny insect and its lips began to move, slowly, like those of some great ancient god sprung to life.
“Interesting,” it said. Ulrik looked up at it astonished. It was the last thing he had expected the statue to say.
“I had expected something more oracular,” Ulrik said.
“This is a dream. We are both asleep.” The voice belonged to Valerius, greatly magnified.
“So I have just come to realise.”
“I suspected that something like this might happen.”
“You suspected what?”
“That the spell with which I bound the demon might also bind us in some strange way. And it appears that I was correct. One moment I was enjoying the splendours of the harem at the Emperor’s court, and now I find myself, somewhere else and in quite a different form than the one I would normally choose to wear.”
“I think it’s one that suits your egotism.”
“Obviously. This is your dream after all. I am just a visitor here.”
“You mean you’re telling me that this is real that I am actually talking to you in my sleep.”
“I expect so.”
“Then what is this place?”
“Don’t you recognise it? Isn’t it some place from your thoughts or memories?”
Ulrik shook his head. “I do not know this place.”
“Interesting.”
“I wish you would stop saying that.”
“But it is interesting. This is very coherent, far more so than a dream ought to be. And it has remained fixed throughout this conversation when it really ought not to have.”
“What are you saying?”
“Something is holding our vision of this place stable, and if it’s not you and it’s definitely not me, it must be something else.”
It took a little while for Valerius’s meaning to sink in. “You means this world is the dream of the demon you implanted in my chest.”
“Such would be my guess.”
“Then it is sentient.”
“It is dormant. It dreams. We are in the world of its ancestors.”
“How would it know what it looks like? It was just an egg.” The ludicrousness of this conversation was starting to affect Ulrik now. It was at once funny and menacing to stand beneath this alien sky and discuss the meaning of a dreaming demon’s memories with a colossal statue. 
“The Malashtra’s minds do not work like ours do. They pass on memories to their offspring. It is coded in their genetic helixes.”
“So we are standing in the memories of the demon’s mother?”
“Apparently.”
“And it looks as if humans once lived here too.”
“That might be a figment of your own imagination, as I suspect this statue is.”
“Or it might not.”
“That too is possible. The Malashtra were conquerors of many worlds. They might have taken our world too had they not been driven back by the sorcery of my ancestors.”
“They were warriors then?”
“They had a warrior caste, very numerous and very powerful. Many were specially bred to perform different functions, like blood ants or some other forms of insect in our world. And they used other living things in which to lay their eggs.”
 Ulrik slapped the moving patch beneath his skin. It did not stop moving. He felt no pain. “And that’s what you implanted in me.”
“Indeed.”
“You are a bastard.”
“I do what is necessary to ensure my own survival. You are no different.”
Valerius’s voice was like thunder, the grating roar of a stone god speaking. The earth beneath seemed to vibrate in tune and the buildings all around began to crumble and slide. A crack appeared in the earth at Ulrik’s feet and he had to spring to one side to avoid being swallowed. As he did so he noticed hordes of insectoid creatures pouring forth, like a swarm of man-sized ants. They scuttled across the ground as if directed by one will, and Ulrik found himself fighting down the urge to join them.
He woke covered in cold sweat.






Chapter Twelve
“That’s it, you’re doing fine,” said Valerius, watching as the Ulrik straightened out the rotor blade with his hands. He still looked tired. There were bags underneath his eyes, and lines in his face where there had been none before but at least he was awake.
Rhea lounged on the prow of the ship, apparently napping but Ulrik was aware of her occasional quick challenging looks.
He had stripped the rotor engine and cleaned the inner workings. As he had suspected they had become partially clogged by gobbets of flesh. The landing runners were twisted but the wings, ailerons and rudder all appeared to be working. If Valerius could power the vessel again, they would be able to get the lifeboat into the air. What happened after that would be left to the Lords of Chance.
Ulrik was enjoying himself. For a moment he even managed to forget the strange dreams of the night before. He liked it out here in the Wastes, and the work reminded him of his youth, and his early days as an air sailor. There was a certain satisfaction to be gained from overhauling the engine, like solving an intricate puzzle. It was good to feel there was something he had control over when so much of his life was beyond his ability to influence.
“How long?” Valerius asked from behind him. 
“We’ll be finished by this evening. The bulk of the work is already done.”
“Will it hold to Typhon?”
Ulrik shrugged. “The Gods alone know. We’ve done our best and that is all we can do.”
“You’ll get no argument from me,” said Valerius.
“I had a strange dream last night,” Ulrik said.
“I know. I was in it.”
“Then we are bound by the spell you cast. As you said in the dream.”
“It appears so. An unexpected side effect of the process. It just goes to show you can never predict all the consequences of your actions.”
Ulrik was not sure whether he believed the wizard. Valerius did not seem like a man who performed any action without calculating the risks. Then again, he had bought Ulrik’s bond on a whim, or so he claimed.
“How did that happen?”
“The spell links us and I was very tired. My control might have slipped. The demon might have edged a little closer to freedom.”
“That’s not a reassuring thought.”
“I will do better in the future. I will need to, for both our sakes.”
Ulrik did not really want to know what the wizard meant by that statement. It was clear that Valerius did not really want to answer any more questions either. He walked away to the edge of the camp and stood looking out into the desert. 
Rhea stared at them as if baffled by this exchange. Ulrik returned to making repairs.

Darkness fell swift as a sword stroke. A cold wind sent dark clouds scudding across the sky. Valerius pronounced himself ready to try his hand at propelling them. He warned them that he was going to be in a trance the whole while and not to disturb it lest his powers fail. Ulrik was to fly for half an hour and then set the ship down. He did not want to overstrain himself when it might be the only way of getting them home. Ulrik could see the sense in that. He only hoped they did not encounter any pirate ships. Under these circumstances a chase would not last long.
Valerius sat with his hand touching the runestone. Rhea sat behind Ulrik. All their supplies were fastened in place. Ulrik had the locator compass strapped to his wrist. The plan was that they would fly in the general direction of Typhon, and stop if they found a settlement or the convoy. 
He touched the control stick and felt a faint flow of strange energy. He ordered lift and for long tense moments, nothing happened, then the airship began to drift upwards. He cut in the engines and the rotor turned, not with the energy it had possessed when the elemental lived but still with considerable force. He tested the controls and found them responsive.
 “We’re away,” he said at last, pointing the prow at the sky and sending full power to the engine.
He was glad to be aloft and awake. At least tonight, as they flew, there was no chance that he would dream.

Ulrik set the lifeboat down beside the remains of the huge airship, Rhea had seen from the air. Valerius clambered out and hobbled wearily through the mass of torn metal. Ulrik joined him swiftly. It was possible that there were desert scorpions or rainbow vipers taking shelter. 
“It’s The Pride of Karnak,” said Valerius. He sounded like an old man.
The light of the Ring cast long shadows through the remains of the fuselage. Huge spars of metal jutted overhead like the ribcage of some dead leviathan, vibrating as the wind whistled through the metal, singing the funeral dirge of the downed airship. Sand had entered the hull and partially buried it
“They stripped her clean,” said Ulrik. “No supplies. No survivors.”
 He could not keep the disappointment out of his voice. He had hoped they might be able to salvage something useful from her. They had circled the ship from one end to the other and found only a few broken packing crates and the twisted metal of the enormous hull. The runestones were gone and so were the liftkeel nodes. The engines had been taken right down to the propellers. There was some clothing fluttering from the jagged metal or driven skittering across the rocks by the wind. There were no bodies.
“It’s like army ants went over her,” said Rhea.
“They are thorough, whoever they are,” said Valerius. He studied the horizon as if he expected a black ship to come racing over it at any time. 
“We’re not going to find anything here. It’s definitely your House’s ship though, isn’t it?” Ulrik was already certain it was but he just did not want to admit it while there was the possibility of a mistake.
Valerius pointed to some painted letters still visible on a section of the scorched hull. Ulrik could just make out the word Karnak. He picked up the remnants of a banner that showed the ships name and the sign of his House. “This was her, all right,” he said. He shook his head, visibly upset, although Ulrik could not tell whether it was over the financial loss to his House or because of the loss of life.
“She was a beautiful ship,” Valerius said eventually. “I would like to get my hands on the bastards who did this to her.”
“So would I,” said Ulrik and was surprised to find that he meant it.

The night air rushed by. The airboat seemed to hang suspended in the sky while the wastelands scrolled by beneath. The rotor whirred, the liftkeel spurted ozone. The wind whistled through the broken windscreen. Ulrik felt supremely alive at that moment. He loved the feeling of night and speed and altitude. Nothing compared to it.
The Ring’s light glowed bright through the clouds, casting long shadows across the barren Wastes. Down below large animals, frightened by their passing, raced away. Once he heard the roar of a big predator, most likely a banthar. In the pilot’s chair, with all his attention focused on his surroundings he felt quite alone, as if he could fly to the furthest horizon if he wished, and were the master of his own fate. He decided then and there that no matter what it took, he would win free of Valerius somehow and own a ship again. It was what he had been born to do.
His eyes had adjusted to compensate for the darkness, and he could make out details that would have been invisible to a normal man. Around a pool stood a herd of threehorn wyrms, huge saurians sometime used by the Uruks for transport, famous for their short tempers and massive shields of bone that protected their heads and necks. 
In the distance a pool of magic shimmered over a massive section of the desert, marking the entrance point to a demonic subworld sealed by wizards in times long gone by. It had the colour of oily water to his enhanced sight. He adjusted the course of the lifeboat to circumnavigate it. Such areas were dangerous, not just because they interfered with the flows of mystical energy within the craft but because they give rise to terrible mutations and were home to monsters. Any wise person avoided them. He tried to imagine the scale of the ancient disaster that had led to the creation of such things but he could not.
He was glad when he spotted an oasis pool just before dawn. There was nothing bigger than a few rabbit-rats and a wasteland fox near it, even so he circled it a few times to make sure there were no ambushers lurking in wait before he set the lifeboat down.
Everyone was grateful for the chance to get out and stretch their legs. Valerius roused himself from his trance and staggered to the water’s edge. Ulrik kept within sight just in case. It was not unknown for poisonous serpents or desert raptors to lurk near a pool. Some were homes to water kraken or rogue elementals. Nothing threatened them though. The weather was fine and clear, the water pure and there was even some small game to be brought down. Ulrik cooked it over an open fire. 
Rhea lay curled up at his feet, basking in the heat of the fire. She had used the water to get herself clean and now looked up at him with an air of expectation. At least he thought it was expectation. He could read nothing in those cat eyes. She glanced over at Valerius. He lay asleep in the back of the life-raft, covered in blankets against the pre-dawn chill. She stretched luxuriously in a way that emphasised her lithe female form. Catching Ulrik’s gaze on her, she licked her sharp teeth with her very pink tongue.
“You must be cold up there,” she said.
“A little.”
“We could huddle together for warmth.” There was an invitation in her voice.
“Valerius,” he said.
“The master is asleep. He will not wake soon. I have seen him like this before, after he has cast some great spell. He is very weak at the moment. If he has access to Black Lotus he would take it to renew his strength.”
“Powering the life-raft drained him so much?”
“Maybe that. Maybe all of the combat spells he used before that. Most likely some combination of the two. I have never seen him so exhausted.” 
In the firelight Rhea looked very human and it had been a long time since he had lain with a woman. She seemed to sense this. He supposed it was one of the gifts bred into her. She raised herself so that she faced him, her hands resting on his thighs. 
She turned her hands over so the fur on their backs touched his flesh. It was an odd sensation like being rubbed with a rough towel. Her eyes caught the firelight and glowed. At that moment it was easy to believe that there was some demon in her heritage. It did not make her any less attractive. 
He reached out to touch her cheek. She caught his hand. Her grip was surprisingly strong. She took his fingers and ran them along her lips. Those felt human enough. She unfastened his garments, but left his weapon belt close to hand. 
Ulrik grabbed her and held her close. She fought back with surprising strength, pushing him onto his back and straddling him. She was ready when he entered her, and her back arched as she cast her head back and let out a low throaty chuckle that was rich with satisfaction and a certain malice. At that point Ulrik was beyond caring.
Afterwards they rolled apart and Ulrik lay on his back starting at the sky. Rhea seemed to fall instantly asleep but whether that was actually the case, Ulrik could not tell. He envied her. He had no desire to fall asleep and into the world of his strange dreams.






Chapter Thirteen
Overhead the Ring glowed in the evening sky. The lifeboat bumped in faint turbulence as it surged through the air. In the distance, Ulrik saw lights glittering atop a skyland, a huge chunk of rock drifting in the air above the desert, a flying mountain, sides marked by moss and scarred and pitted, enormous caverns gaping in it side like the maws of some titanic beast. The roots of trees clutched rock like the frantic fingers of a man about to fall off the mountain side. A cloud of desert birds surrounded it, for it was doubtless their home.
He wondered what could keep such a massive chunk of stone floating over the wastelands. Perhaps Valerius could explain it to him some day.
He swerved the lifeboat to investigate the cluster of stone domes, windmills and defensive turrets on the skyland’s top. It was, as he had suspected, a wastelander fortress village.
He pointed the township out to Valerius.
“What do you think?” the wizard asked, his voice so quiet as to be almost inaudible. His eyes had barely opened. His face was lined with fatigue. He looked as if he was about to expire at any moment. 
“We might be able to get shelter and supplies, and they may be on the route of a tramp airship.”
Valerius nodded. “I am not sure I will be able to power this ship all the way to Typhon. If we’re lucky they may have a replacement runestone we can hook up to the engine. What are the chances of them being hostile?” 
“There’s always that chance. They might be Isolates or reavers and try and take us for all we’ve got. Place like this in the middle of nowhere- they might even think we’re fresh meat.”
Ulrik glanced back at Valerius; he looked pale and listless, life was visibly being sucked out of him by the flight. “I think we should go in. We’re armed and even if they are not friendly we should be able to hold them off long enough to make a getaway.”
“I don’t like the look of those turrets. They may have alchemical cannon.”
“Or they might just be for show, to scare off sky raiders.” 
Valerius considered for a moment, weighing the alternatives. Eventually he shrugged.
“Take us in then and we’ll see what happens.”

They swept in over the open castings of an old mine. Ulrik felt almost nostalgic as he made out more details of the village: adobe huts and moisture traps made from stretched windsail; tall windmills, with their small blades high above rickety towers used to pump water into the crystal greenhouses and through the tiny gardens; a number of small airboats tied down outside individual houses; the larger structures that must be the local tavern and general store. 
It all reminded him of his youth. The place stank of poverty and making do and of people too poor or too long entrenched to ever consider going anywhere else. Judging by the number of small ships the place most likely had an artificer or a wizard of all trades and maybe, just maybe, they might be able to replace the runestone of their craft. If nothing else, if Valerius had enough money, they should be able to hire a new ship for the onward journey.
The lifeboat came to rest on its runners in the central square. Ulrik and Rhea jumped out. Ulrik turned to Valerius. “Got any cash? I might need some.”
Valerius nodded and tossed him a pouch. It felt heavy and it jingled in the right way. Ulrik strolled over to the tables.
“Evening,” he said to the nearest onlookers, ill-clad locals sitting under glowglobes at tables near the tavern, smoking pipes, playing pogue or shufflecard. They were lean, tanned seamed-faced men and women dressed in leather and broadcloth. Most had the crystal goggles and face-scarves of the deep waste traveller. Heavy gauntlets lay on the table in front of them. Nobody reached for a weapon. Everybody measured them with their eyes.
“What you want?” asked one old timer, taking a swig from the glass in front of him. 
“A roof, a meal, some beer, maybe.”
“Irvyn can give you all that. This is his place. Best tavern in a hundred leagues.”
“Only tavern in a hundred leagues,” muttered one of his companions. Everybody at the table laughed. Ulrik wondered how often they had heard that joke before but he kept the question to himself.
“We need repairs done on our ship, too.”
“She don’t look to bad to me,” said the old-timer. “Flown in worse.”
“Runestone is shonky,” said Ulrik, not wanting to let anybody know quite how badly off they were but needing to know if he could get a replacement. “I don’t want to take chances.”
“If you can get her in the air, she’s not too bad,” said one of the drinkers. “That’s what I always say.”
“Where you from, stranger?” asked a rough looking cove with a scarred bald head, and a glittering draconite gem instead of one eye.
“Typhon,” said Ulrik, wondering if this was one of the local bully boys.
“You’re a long way out of your way.”
“We were on a trader, attacked by pirates, escaped on the lifeboat. That’s her.”
The atmosphere around the tavern changed subtly. Everybody paid attention now. There was a note of alarm in the old-timer’s voice when he said; “Pirates?”
“Black Pirates—strange craft. Don’t fly like normal ships. Ever heard anything about ships like that?”
All the locals exchanged looks now. “If you survived an encounter with those raiders you’re one lucky crew.”
“We survived though we might be the only ones out of hundreds. What do you know about the Black Ships?”
The locals looked at one another. Their attitude seemed to have changed subtly. The hairs on the back of Ulrik’s neck rose though he was not sure why. He made sure his blade was loose in its scabbard. The locals noticed that too and backed away slightly. The old man coughed nervously and then stroked his beard with one grizzled hand.
“Heard tales out of the Wastes. They’ve been doing a lot of raiding there. Carrying people off and the like. Sometimes seen them in the distance when I’ve been out prospecting. Never got too close to one.”
The reference to prospecting confirmed that these men were crystal hunters, scouring the desert for magestone and draconite. Ulrik knew the sort. He had grown up around them. They were mostly a desperate bunch, looking for that big strike that would change their lives and never seemed to arrive.
“Seen any other ships, big military types, part of a convoy maybe.”
“One overpassed ‘bout a day ago. Hailed the village- said it was looking for a ship that got lost in a storm. That be your craft?”
“Most likely.”
“If you wait around it will be back this way in a day or so. Officer said they would call in, see if there was any news.”
“We can probably wait for a day or two.”
“That would seem sensible. What were these pirates like?”
“Some were demon-pacted monsters and some were men like you or me,” said Ulrik. “Let me get chambers sorted for my boss and I’ll tell you all about it.”
“Would greatly ‘ppreciate that.”
Irvyn the tavern keeper let him have a huge room hollowed out from the living rock of the mesa for a price that would not have got the use of a cupboard in Typhon. It had crystal portholes that looked like they had been taken from a small airship, set in the walls. They gave a view down onto the desert. The beds were raised bricks of adobe with a mattress on top. The air was musty and dusty and small insects crept up the walls. Ulrik guessed the regular customers were not too choosy.
“Delightful,” said Valerius when he saw it. He set wards around the bed and spoke a spell to keep insects away then threw himself flat on it and almost instantly fell into a deep coma-like sleep. 
Ulrik carried the gear down for the wizard and Rhea. He left the cat-girl to keep watch and then headed back upstairs to the taproom, calling for a drink. Soon he had a crowd of people all around and began to tell the listeners most of the tale that was fit to tell. All the time he kept watch on the stairway to see if anybody came or went. Nobody did.
It was a pleasant enough way to pass the evening and reminded him of old times. His earliest youth had been spent in a wastelander community like this, and he had scuffled around many of them in his youth. He told his listeners about the attack and stressed the formidable power of the wizard just in case anybody got any ideas about taking their stuff. 
After he finished he listened as much as he talked, hearing tales of the strange things multiplying in the waste, of djinn and succubi and lonely sorcerers in isolated towers. He paid particular attention to what little people knew of the black pirate vessels. They had appeared only a couple of seasons ago, while he was fighting in the Pits, and had swiftly become one of the greatest threats to the security of the small communities of the wastelands. He heard of how the mine had been worked out and most of the locals had either gone or gone into prospecting. 
Eventually he staggered off to bed, hoping that no one would decide to rob them in their sleep. Rhea slept snuggled beside Valerius. She did not look up as he came in.


Ulrik stood at the rim of the skyland and looked out over the desert. Heat haze hung over the tortured land, making it shimmer and ripple. A few prospectors were already up and heading out, their small craft skimming over the sand like hunting hawks. 
He sat down and let his legs dangle over the edge. It was something he had done as a boy and it made him feel an odd nostalgia for a time when he had understood less about the way the world worked and had been considerably happier.
Below him was a long drop, a thousand strides or more to the ground below. He wondered what it would be like to live here, scrabbling out a desperate living windfarming or prospecting. If he had taken a different path, that so easily could have been his life. It might even have been an endurable one if Anna and Tam and Rurik had been with him but when he tried to imagine himself living in an adobe hut and cultivating a greenhouse in between trips out into the deep desert, he could not. He could not imagine wanting to bring up children in a place like this either. 
Guilt bit into him-- if he had done so all of them might still be alive. Maybe if he had been with them he could have saved them. If they had not been in Hydra, they might never have contracted the plague.
In a way being in the Pit had been a strange blessing. Crowded in the cells he had never had any time or space to himself. Every day had been a simple struggle to stay alive. Everything had conspired to fan the flames of his hatred and his anger, and they had allowed him to avoid thinking about his life. Now he had solitude and his gaze had turned inward, and he did not like what he had finally allowed himself to see.
What a world, he thought. Dying slowly, eaten by demons and dark magic, filled with the hungry and the brutal and the greedy, lorded over by those who would do anything to keep their hands on the reins of power. Even they were simply prisoners of their destiny. It would be idiotic to expect them to give up what they had. That would simply mean handing it over to someone else and bowing their own heads to a new oppressor.
There were times when he found it easy to believe that the Demon Princes ruled Urath, that it was prison in which they tortured lost souls. He had not found that so easy to believe when Anna and the boys had been alive; then the place had seemed brighter, and the future more hopeful.
He sat down on a boulder and continued to study the patterns of the multi-coloured clouds as they scudded along the horizon. He felt like they looked, as if his life were being driven along by the wind, and he had no control over where it would go. At that moment, it came to him that he was not so fettered. He could walk back into town and steal an airboat. If Valerius triggered his killing spell, at least he would die free, racing towards the horizon, at the helm of a ship. 
Most likely Valerius would not need to do so. The locals would pursue him and overhaul him and bring him back to face summary justice and he would have nothing but the satisfaction of cheating Valerius out of his bond price, and what was left of his own life seemed like a poor exchange for that. 
He shook his head. It was amazing what loneliness and a slight hangover could make you think. His situation was better now than it had been in a long time. He was not in chains. He was not being forced to fight for his life every night. He had a chance of freedom and even of fortune if he managed to survive. He was a lot better off than most of the people in this sorry world, and he would do well to remember that. 
In the distance something massive emerged from the cloud cover. It was an airship, painted black and red, and the symbol of the black moon surrounded by a corona of fire was painted on its side.
It looked like they had not escaped the pirates after all.

It was not the same as the first pirate ship. This one was smaller. It had drive rotors set atop lateral turrets as if the blades were intended to pull the ship into the sky. There was a full complement of drives in the normal position as well. It had the ramshackle, patched together look at Ulrik associated with the Hydran ships of his youth. For all that, it approached quickly enough and he knew there was no way they could escape it in the crippled lifeboat.
He ground his teeth in frustration and fear. They had almost escaped. Why did this have to happen now? Think, he told himself. There must be some way out. Perhaps they could steal one of the moored airboats. At least they would be a lot faster than relying of Valerius as a source of power. 
He turned and raced back across the rocky plateau top towards the mesa village and the tavern. Already the small airboats belonging to the villagers were taking flight, sparrows scattering under the shadow of a hawk. His plan was thwarted before he even had a chance to implement it.
Rhea emerged from the Inn and stood in the sunlight, staring into the sky. It took her only a moment to realise what was happening and she disappeared back into the structure to seek Valerius.
Ulrik wondered what he was going to do. He had his weapons but there was no way he could fight off an entire ship full of pirates in his own. He was not going to get any help from the villagers. No one had entered the defensive turrets. They were plainly more for show than for practical purposes. Or perhaps they had simply been intended for defence against small raiding ships, not something as powerful as the approaching warship.
Already smaller craft were emerging from the hangers in its sides. All of them were filled with armed men. As far as he could tell, there were no mutants or Shadar present but that did not reassure him. Mortal pirates were capable of just as much cruelty, perhaps even more.
He raced on, scanning his surroundings, desperately trying to spot an airboat that had been left tethered. He saw none. He dismissed any chance of trying to escape on foot. Even if they could somehow elude the eyes of the watchers on that approaching craft, there was no way they could survive out there in the desert without specialised gear and more supplies than it would be possible to carry by themselves.
Valerius strode out of the tavern door. He shaded his eyes with his hand and watched the approaching airships. For a moment his shoulders slumped and he looked weary beyond words but then he stood up straight and tilted his head to one side with an air of complete nonchalance.
As Ulrik ran up he said, “It looks like our piratical friends have found us again.”
 “It’s a different ship.”
“Well thank all the gods for that,” said Valerius. “I’m sure we’re safe now then.”
“Perhaps it would be better if you used your wit to think of a way out of this,” said Ulrik. “Sarcasm I can manage for myself.”
“I feel my wit being most profitably used as it is. I cannot conjure up a way out of this.”
Ulrik turned and stared at the skies. The pirate craft was much closer. All around, the villagers who had not managed to escape were diving into their shacks and slamming the doors. Much good it would do them.
“Can’t you summon something, do some magic?” Ulrik asked.
“My dear Ulrik, even if I had the energy to do that, which I don’t after the past few days, it would be useless. Formidable as I am, I would not be a match for all of those pirates and their ship.
“What are we going to do?” Ulrik asked. Valerius shrugged and said, “I don’t know about you but I think I’m going to go back inside and have a drink. Who knows when we might get another one?”






Chapter Fourteen
They were the only people in the bar when the pirates entered. There was over a dozen, all of them heavily armed and all of them human although some of them had so many flesh grafts that they did not necessarily look it. 
Ulrik’s sword was in his hand and he stood ready to fight, intending to sell his life dearly. Valerius leaned on the bar looked sick and weary, a glass of greenish cactus rum held nonchalantly in one hand. He could not have looked less menacing if he tried. Ulrik had seen stupefied beggars who looked more threatening.
“What have we here?” asked a tall man with a shaven head. His teeth had been replaced with gems and the stones glowed with the light of the sorcerous runes etched on them. A double band of amulets encircled his burly chest and they too showed the mark of sorcery. 
“Who’s your captain?” Ulrik asked. He spoke calmly and with authority and just for a moment the questioner was taken aback.
“What is it to you?”
“I’m a member of the Brotherhood.”
“Are you now?” The man with jewelled teeth grinned savagely. The blade in his hand glowed with power. His swagger increased a fraction. Ulrik knew his sort; you found them everywhere in the streets of Hydra. They spent all their money on enhancements and magical weapons and challenged all comers to duels. This man was most likely an officer on his ship who dreamed of becoming a captain but who lacked the brains to understand why it would never happen.
“Yes, I am.”
“Whose ship?”
“My own.”
“You don’t look much like a captain.”
“And you don’t look much like a human being but I’m prepared to give you the benefit of the doubt.”
“What’s your name? What’s your ship?”
“My name is Ulrik. My ship was the Condor.”
“Ulrik is dead. The Condor is lost. The Typhonians got him and all his crew over a year ago.”
“They got me all right. They took me alive. They sentenced me to the Pit. I’ve killed thirty men since then.” Ulrik let the menace show in his voice. Jewel-tooth was unimpressed.
“Anyone can claim they were once a member of the Brotherhood.” Jewel-tooth was not going to give him the benefit of the doubt.
“What’s your ship?” Ulrik asked.
“The Fiery Blade of Devastation.”
“Your captain is Serena Blaike”
“You’ve heard of her. That proves nothing. Lots of people have.”
“Her father was Sebastian Blaike. Her number two is called Leo Trask. He used to drink in The Bloody Dog Tavern down by the Red Tower. I once took two thousand crowns off him at dice.”
The other pirates were looking at Jewel-tooth now. A man with a glowing tattoo designed to ward off inimical spells said, “He sounds convincing, Riordan. We should take him and these others to the captain.”
Riordan showed his glittering teeth again. It was more a snarl than a smile. “I’m not sure Leo’s ghost would thank us for bringing in a man who took two grand off him. Maybe we should slit his throat just for that.”
“Or we could always sell him and get some of Leo’s money back. Molok’s bounty is good. The cat-girl looks like she would fetch a pretty penny on the block. I don’t know about the other one though – he looks sick as a dog. Might be as well to put him down in case he infects the rest of us.”
“Who are your friends? Are you going to tell us they belong to the Brotherhood too?”
“They were passengers on the ship.”
“What ship would that be?”
“The Pride of Karnak. It got hit by a Black Ship and taken down. We were the only people who managed to escape.”
“You want to fight?” Ulrik asked Valerius out of the corner of his mouth. “Might be our last chance.”
A row of stormlances and painwands were brought to bear on them.
Valerius shook his head. “We can’t win now. Let’s wait and see what happens.”
The wizard sounded like a man resigned to his fate. Or a man who wanted to be captured. 


The pirates led them outside. Overhead, their ship blocked out the Sun. Standing in its shadow chilled Ulrik’s skin, as did the breezes whipped up by its huge rotors. Looking around, Ulrik could see that many of the shack doors were open and the villagers were looking out. As far as he could tell, the three of them were the only ones being marched away as prisoners. He turned to Valerius and said, “Looks like the locals have cut a deal with the pirates.”
He should have known. Such arrangements were not uncommon in the vast wilderness. Perhaps the pirates even recruited from this place like they’d done from his own village. 
“What will you do with us?” Valerius asked. His voice sounded normal with none of the usual compulsions in it.
“You’ll have to ask the captain that. Don’t worry, you’ll get your chance.”
“A lady pirate captain, I’m keen to meet her too,” said Valerius in his most ingratiating manner.
“I’d wait till after I had met her before I said that if I were you,” said Riordan. “You might find her less than congenial.”
“How could I do that? When her crew are so picturesque and charming.”
Their captors laughed in a way that Ulrik did not like at all.
They swept into the town square. Windmill pumps whirred all around them, inaudible in competition with the rotors of the great airship. In the centre of the square, surrounded by a crew of the most brutal appearance, stood the most beautiful woman Ulrik had ever seen.
She was almost as tall as he was. Her hair was raven black, startlingly glossy against her alabaster skin. She was garbed in trousers and waistcoat of black leather over a shirt of red cotton. A red bandanna was wound round her forehead. Red gloves covered her hands. At her side hung a long sword and a wand of some sort was sheathed against her left thigh. She looked at them as they were brought into the square and a cruel smile quirked her very red lips.
“What have we here?” she asked. Her voice was surprisingly deep for a woman and it had a husky quality that under different circumstances Ulrik would have found attractive. “A swordsman, a dandy and a whore?”
“Greetings, captain,” Ulrik said. The woman tilted her head to one side quizzically. She looked at Ulrik as if there was something vaguely familiar about him. Her eyes were very black and her lashes were very long. There was a faint rosy flush to her cheeks.
“I know you from somewhere,” she said.
“My name is Ulrik. You saw me at the Council of Captains.”
“Right.” She turned to her men and said, “Ease up. This complicates things. I can’t ransom a fellow captain.”
“If he is a captain, madam, where’s his ship?” Riordan said. “Where’s his crew. You can’t be a captain without a ship or a crew.”
“No member of the Brotherhood can be taken for a slave either, Riordan,” she said coldly.
“But like you said, captain, things have changed in Hydra.” There was a subtle challenge in Riordan’s voice.
“Not that much,” Serena said.
“Then we’re not your prisoners, captain,” said Valerius. She looked at him and smiled and her smile held no more warmth than the one she’d turned on Ulrik.
“Let us just say that I insist upon you being my guests,” she said. “For the moment, until I decide what has to be done with you.”
When she turned her gaze back to Ulrik she spoke with a little more courtesy. “I think you should introduce me to your companions, Captain Ulrik.”
Valerius said, “I am Valerius of the House of Karnak and my charming companion is called Rhea. She is my property.” He stopped there, for which Ulrik was profoundly grateful. If Valerius had claimed that Ulrik was also his slave it might have changed things completely with Serena. He had never heard of a captain who was also a slave. They did not seem like the time to test his legal position in the Council of Captains.
“His ransom should be worth a pretty penny, captain,” said Riordan. “Karnak is one of the richest Houses in Typhon and they’ll doubtless pay to get their boy back.”
The rest of the pirates laughed and nodded agreement. Valerius smiled as if he too was enjoying the situation but then added, “Alas, you may find that my House places considerably less value on my life than you do.”
“No matter,” said Serena. “We’ll see what we can get for you, one way or another.”
Ulrik did not like the way she said that at all.

Ulrik glanced around Serena’s cabin, surprised that she had invited Valerius and himself to come. Normally the captain’s cabin was the holy of holies on a ship, a private space held inviolate where the vessel’s absolute ruler could brood and plan without interruption. 
Envy gnawed at him. Once he had enjoyed just such privileges in his own cabin, although on a far smaller and much less luxurious ship. 
Serena’s chamber had wood panelling and two mullioned bay windows, a raised platform covered in sleeping silks and a full length vanity mirror set in the walls. A chandelier containing four glowglobes swung from the ceiling. There was a desk covered in charts and navigation instruments. There were two comfortable armchairs bolted to the floor. A sling chair hung from the ceiling, in which Serena sat. The power sceptre was still strapped to her thigh and she had a sword within easy reach. Protective amulets glittered at her throat. 
He sensed a presence in the cabin which did not surprise him. Serena was taking a risk being alone in her cabin with the pair of them without any bodyguards. She was a strapping physically confident woman but even with her armed and them not, there was always the possibility of them managing to overpower her. He felt that she must have some advantage held in reserve and it did not take him long to spot it.
A faint breeze wheezed from the corner, and when he looked for the source he saw that the air swirled oddly in the gloom. He adjusted the perception of his altered eyes and it resolved into a massive, vaguely man-like aura whose surface rippled like water. He had seen such things before, although they usually chose to manifest themselves much more obviously. 
Maybe she thought they would not notice the thing, or maybe she was simply trying to keep her protection discrete. Probably the latter he guessed.
“Bound elementals are pricy things,” he said to notify Valerius of the guardian’s presence, in the unlikely event that the wizard had not noticed.
“Umar was a gift from my father. He has been in my service since I was a child.”
Valerius looked over into the corner with professional interest. The shape took more visible form. Its lower half looked like boiling mist, its upper half like the muscular torso of a shaven headed, blue-skinned translucent giant. Such creatures were the scourge of the upper air in certain regions, but captured and bound they were worth a fortune. They could carry their owners through the air from a crashing ship, as well as act as bodyguards. It took powerful magic to harm their semi-substantial forms but they suffered no such problems harming the living. They could rend flesh and suck air from lungs. They had other powers as well. 
“I trust your cabin is to your satisfaction,” said Serena. She let the chair swing. Her cabin a lot more spacious than the one assigned to the three of them but that did not matter. Given how precious space was on any fighting ship Ulrik knew she was being very generous assigning any space at all. One of her own officers must have been moved to accommodate them. She really did seem to be treating them like guests rather than prisoners. 
“More than adequate,” said Valerius. As the scion of a trading family he too had some idea of the value of space on a ship. “Very generous indeed, in fact. I am hoping that your generosity will extend to the return of my adjuncts and my companions’ weapons. They are valuable.”
“I regret that I cannot at the moment. Having a powerful sorcerer running about the ship would not be the cleverest of moves on my part. It would not be good for morale among the crew either. In any case, you are under my protection. You will have no need of your gear for now. I will see that it is returned if circumstances warrant it.”
Valerius made a graceful bow of acceptance. 
 “Then I shall trust to your word,” he said, almost as if he had some say in the matter. His voice was flat and lacked the hypnotic undertones Ulrik had heard him use in the past. The wizard was obviously doing his best to conceal his true strength. “May I ask when those circumstances are likely to arise?”
“You may but you won’t get an answer,” said Serena. She took Valerius’s flattering attention as if it were only her due. Ulrik supposed she was used to it from men. She was certainly beautiful enough. “I require the advice of a wizard.”
Valerius inclined his head and steepled his fingers, the very picture of the high-priced consulting wizard listening to a wealthy client. Ulrik had seen astromancers and fleshweavers look the same way. “If you could tell me what the problem is I should be able to give you some idea of whether I can help you although I regret to say that I am an indifferent sorcerer at best.”
“Nonetheless, your ability and experience is much greater than my own and your advice may prove invaluable.”
“Continue.”
“The fleets bring in thousands of prisoners. They all vanish into Molok’s Tower and are never seen or heard of again. They aren’t sold as slaves. Why would anyone do this?”
Valerius looked at her blandly. “Who is Molok?”
“You have seen an example of his work. The ship that attacked The Pride of Karnak.”
“Why do you bear Molok’s colours on your ship?” Ulrik asked.
“Every Hydran ship does now,” said Serena. “We are all part of one fleet.”
“When did this happen?”
“The decree was passed last week.”
“Things have certainly changed in Hydra.”
“They have,” said Serena. Valerius looked annoyed at having been left out of the conversation.
“The Black Ship was impressive piece of work. Your friend Molok has revivified some ancient techniques of demon-binding and applied them on a massive scale.”
“So another wizard told me before he died. He also told me that it should not be possible to do such a thing. It was sorcery on a scale that should be beyond any mortal mage.”
Valerius considered this. “He might well have been right. It would have taken a particularly powerful cabal to bind the demons to that hull and it would take an enormous effort to control them. Yet you are telling me there is more than one such ship.”
“There are ten.”
“That would take all the strength of a regiment of archmages.”
“There are more being built.”
“Then your friend Molok had perfected significant advances in the craft of demon-binding.”
“It would appear so. I suspect that his power is only likely to increase in the near future.”
“I would not doubt it. There is always a market for new breakthroughs in magic…” 
“What about the people who vanish?” Serena asked.
“The most obvious answer is that they are sacrifices used to feed the demons Molok summons.”
“I suspected as much. That should worry you.”
“Why?”
“Because it is now standard practise for every Hydran ship to hand all prisoners over to Molok’s acolytes for bounty.”
“Do you plan on doing that?” Ulrik asked.
“I may not have any choice,” said Serena. She looked frightened, and normally any member of the Council of Captains would have died before letting themselves look that way. That worried Ulrik most of all. Molok had found a way to put fear in the hearts of those who feared nothing and it looked like he and the others were going to be sold into his hands.






Chapter Fifteen
Ulrik stood on the main deck of the Fiery Blade, feeling the wind from the great rotors tugging at his clothing, revelling in the vibration of the liftwood under his feet, a combination of engine thrum and the resonance of the ship itself as it cleaved the air. He walked all the way to the prow and stood beside the figurehead, a carved representation of a startlingly beautiful, naked woman holding a sword. He ran his fingers over the cold riveted metal of the hull then touched the scar on his chest where Valerius had inserted his demonic larvae. Looking down he could see the clouds below him and through the gaps in the clouds the parched desert. 
He was glad he had borrowed a heat-trapping body harness. The cold at this height was numbing without one. Crystalline goggles protected his eyes from the wind’s chill, dry touch. Automatically his hands went to his hip where a blade would normally have been scabbarded. He felt almost naked without one. He had carried a weapon for most of his adult life. He had gotten used to carrying one again since he had become Valerius’s bodyguard.
The smell of ozone reached his nostrils and he saw the light of the runes flow on the side of one of the lateral rotor pods as it compensated for the thrashing of the elemental trapped within. He felt some sympathy for the creature. He too had once roamed free among the clouds. Now he too was bound by the will of another.
He told himself not to be so self-pitying. At least he was not confined within a tiny rotor mount like a prisoner in a condemned cell, bound forever or until his life-force wasted away. The elemental suffered slavery of a different order of magnitude to his own.
All around crewmen went about their duties, each surrounded by a shimmering translucent body-field that protected against the cold and the wind. Underneath those he could see the glow of tattooed glyphs and wards that gave the sky-sailors additional protection. He recognised some of them: last second levitation runes, wards against impact, probability-warping luck charms. 
It was strange to be aboard a Hydran ship after so long, and even stranger not to feel part of the crew. This has been the only life he had ever known from his earliest youth until his capture the year before. 
He had more in common with the sailors surrounding him than he had with Valerius or Rhea and yet they eyed him with something like suspicion. There was a sullenness in their eyes that he would never have expected to see in a Hydran crew under a successful captain. 
He felt a presence beside him and turned to see Valerius. “If you’re going to be captured by pirates, it’s just as well if it’s one as lovely as Serena,” the wizard said.
“Don’t underestimate her. She may be a looker, but she’s as cruel and ruthless as any of the others. You don’t get to be a member of the Council of Captains by being any other way.”
“As you are well-qualified to say, eh friend Ulrik?”
“I am not your friend,” said Ulrik. “I am your slave.”
He said the latter very quietly. He doubted anyone could overhear them but it was best to take no chances.
“We’re fellow prisoners at the moment, so at least we have that in common.”
“Some of us are more prisoners than others.”
“Do not worry. I shall see that my family ransoms you and Rhea as well.”
“Who will ransom us from your family?”
Valerius smiled. “Perhaps you shall do it yourself. You saved my life back on The Pride of Karnak. I will not forget it.”
Ulrik wondered about that. In his experience, people tended to forget the things they ought to be grateful for with the passage of time. He had done it himself.
Sailors moved about their various errands, checking control runes, sanding the deck or keeping watch. Valerius shook his head as he watched.
“What?” Ulrik asked.
“The runes,” Valerius said. “The tattoos these men have. Not very sensible I am afraid.”
“Why?”
“They are permanently activated.”
“So?”
“Bad workmanship by whatever pictomancer inscribed them. The glyphs should never be made permanent that way. They drain the life-force of the recipient to power themselves. A sure way to shorten life.”
“I doubt many of these men are planning on living to a ripe old age, given their choice of career.”
“You are in a better position to know about such things than I.”
Ulrik was concerned though. “Will it really kill them?”
Valerius nodded. “In the long run. The power for magic has to come from somewhere. In the case of glyphs and tattoos it’s normally taken from the owner’s own life-force. It will age them and weaken them over time.”
“Does all magic do that?”
“Yes.”
“So your magic feeds on your life force.”
“Yes.”
“Why does it not kill you?”
“Some people produce more magical energy than others. In most people it replenishes over time, providing they rest and don’t drain it with permanent spells.”
“That energy must come from somewhere. It does not just appear.”
“You are alive. Your body is warm. It radiates heat. When you are dead, it will be cold. I have heard some people claim that magical energy is like the heat of our blood. It occurs naturally as part of the process of living.”
“It can’t be that simple.”
“There are other sources of power that wizards can sometimes tap into.”
“Like what?”
“If you bind a powerful demon into an object you can use its power, instead of your own.” This rang alarm bells in Ulrik’s head.
“Could you do that with the thing you have bound into me?”
“In theory, yes. It did not cross my mind to try such a thing, but the idea is not without merits.”
“I don’t think so.”
“You don’t have to worry about it. Altering the binding spell in that way is not something I could even attempt without access to a well-equipped laboratory. I’m afraid controlling the demon will have to remain a net drain on my magical balance of payments rather than the other way round.”
“Controlling the demon does drain your energy, then?”
“Hush, someone might hear you.”
“I would like an answer.”
“You are full of questions today, aren’t you?”
“I don’t often get to question you, master wizard.” Ulrik placed a sardonic emphasis on the word, master.
“I assure you, my dear Ulrik, that I am very far from being that, as you would know if you had ever witnessed my uncle work sorcery. I am a dabbler, a dilettante. I have some knowledge, a little power, and many adjuncts to aid me.”
“The magic I have seen you work was impressive enough.”
“It’s very flattering of you to say so, but I can only repeat that I am very far from being a master sorcerer.”
“In any case you have avoided answering my question.”
“Such was not my intention. To answer it, maintaining the spell does drain some of my energy, but under most circumstances my body replenishes the energy faster than it’s drained away.”
“But if you were placed under too much strain, drew too much energy, it could kill you.” 
“I will try to avoid such an eventuality.”
“I am not reassured.” 
Ulrik touched the scar on his chest again. The thing Valerius had implanted there would devour him body and soul if it woke. He was beginning to think he grasped the hows and whys of it now. Another thought occurred to him.
“If your little pet wakes up and destroys me what will happen to it then? You will have freed it from the binding spell but you’ll have unleashed a demon into our world.”
“If I’m dead and you are present it will be a gift for those who kill us,” said Valerius. He smiled as if he was making a joke but there was no humour in his voice.
“And what if you use it simply to kill me, as you have occasionally threatened. Doesn’t the thought of having an unbound demon nearby trouble you?”
“The spell does not work that way. You need to imagine it as having two parts. The first part of the binding keeps the larvae dormant. The second part keeps it subject to my will. If I release the first part the second part will still hold as long as I am alive.”
“So in fact you have a tame demon hidden in body waiting to serve you.”
“If you want to look at things in that way then yes. However, I can assure you that in your current form you are much more admirably suited to be my bodyguard than a near mindless swarm demon.”
Ulrik wondered whether that was really the case. It seemed quite possible that he was in fact the container for a hidden weapon that the sorcerer was waiting to deploy. He knew far too little about the Malashtra to be able to tell. He needed to find out more if he was going to judge his real worth to Valerius and what the magician’s design might really be.
If Valerius was aware of the direction his thoughts were taking, he gave no sign. His gaze remained focused on the distant horizon, as if he was reading some dismal portent in the towering clouds massing there.
Ulrik’s heart hammered. The wizard’s words had convinced him that his life hung even more by a thread than he had suspected. There were far more ways that the demon could be brought to life than he had previously imagined. He needed to find a way to get free of this.
He knew people in Hydra, wizards and fleshgrafters who might be able to help him. Of course, to manage that he would have to slip away from the wizard without Valerius suspecting what was going on, and perhaps removing the implant would prove beyond the skill of any mage he knew. Still it was a hope and that was something he needed desperately right at this moment.

“What’s that in the distance?” Rhea asked. They stood at the prow of the Fiery Blade looking out over the figurehead. She had joined him after Valerius went below.
Ulrik followed her pointing finger. Something moved amongst the multi-coloured clouds, in a different direction, against the wind. It was too diffuse to be a ship although it might have been a swarm of small launches or one-man flitters. 
Because of the distance the objects were still small but he could make out winged humanoids, armed and flying purposefully in their direction. 
He told himself that it might just be coincidence; perhaps they had interrupted a migration of demons from one wormhole to another. But he did not believe in that sort of coincidence and decided that he’d better give the alarm anyway. Just as he came to that conclusion, the lookout sounded a warning and the deck swarmed with sailors, taking up positions by their weapons, moving into place to repel boarders, stowing down loose gear before battle commenced.
Valerius and Serena emerged from below. The captain hurried to her post. Once on the command deck, she raised a spyglass to her eye and studied the approaching flock, then she twisted the wheel and changed course. After a few moments, the demons altered theirs. It seemed that they were going to have to fight.
Ulrik could make out more details as the demons closed. Their skins shimmered a bloody red and their eyes glowed with strange internal fires. Bat-like wings emerged from their backs and he realised that distance and the lack of background objects had given him the wrong idea of their size. The smallest of them was as big as the largest man in the crew. They had claws on the ends of their hands and feet, and great curling horns emerged from their foreheads. A few of them clutched spears tipped with black blades on which red runes glowed. There were scores of them.
Valerius knew better than to get on the command deck but he shouted, “I must have my adjuncts and my companions must have their weapons.”
“You are in no position to give orders here,” said Serena. She pulled one of the great levers beside the wheel. The ailerons altered their position and the Fiery Blade began to gain altitude.
“If you wait much longer, neither will you,” said Valerius. “That flock will overtake the ship in minutes. We will all be demon food then.”
Serena considered for a moment, then nodded. She unhooked keys from her belt and tossed them down to Riordan. “You know where to go,” she shouted.
They followed him swiftly below decks. 


Ulrik did not feel quite so vulnerable with a blade strapped to his side and protective amulets in place round his neck. He did not relish the idea of getting back on deck and waiting for the demons to overhaul them but at least he had the opportunity to die fighting now and that was all he had ever asked.
Valerius soon had his adjuncts in place, assorted runes clasped to his arm, and various amulets hanging from his neck. He grinned like a man who had long been parted from his favourite things and had just had them suddenly and unexpectedly returned. 
Rhea strapped two daggers to her sides. 
Riordan watched them as if expecting a sudden attack. Valerius said, “We’d better get back on deck. It will only be a couple of minutes before the battle begins.”
“Perhaps you should stay down here,” said Ulrik. “We would not want any accidents befalling you now, would we?”
Valerius grinned at him. ”Your concern for my welfare touching. Under normal circumstances I would agree with you but at times like this everyone has a part to play. If you and the crew are overwhelmed, my own life will soon be forfeit. On deck I may contribute something to our defence.”
“It wasn’t your welfare I was concerned about,” Ulrik muttered. Valerius shot him a warning look and he realised that there were some things it might not be wise to talk about with outsiders present. Of course, none of that might matter in a few minutes. They might all soon be dead.
“Time to go,” said Rhea, leading the way out of the bowels of the ship and into the light. The demons were so close now that Ulrik could catch their scent on the wind. They smelled of brimstone and musk and human bodies rotting.






Chapter Sixteen
Bat-winged demons crowded the sky around the Fiery Blade, screaming and bellowing like rabid beasts.
“That’s not good,” said Valerius. He frowned as he listened.
“You speak their language?” Ulrik asked. He had to shout to make himself heard over the booming voices of their attackers.
“They say they are going to enjoy the pleasure of raping and torturing us and feasting on our entrails. Apparently they can do all three simultaneously. What a startling lack of originality that displays. You’d think with all eternity to think about these things they would be able to come up with something less banal.”
“Some are content with the simple things in life.”
“Is that the voice of experience talking? No. Don’t answer. I must prepare spells for our mutual assistance.”
Serena turned the wheel so that the ship was broadside on to them. Suddenly the huge prismatic cannon opened fire. The screams of the tortured elementals bound within filled the air. Bolts of multi-coloured, mystical energy tore through the ranks of the flock, blasting them with a torrent of mystical energy. 
Demons screamed and vanished, their outlines fading as they came apart in a shower of sparks. The cannons blasted again and again. 
The demons began to peel off towards the ship, coming in from different angles, out of the line of fire. 
A demon folded its wings and plummeted towards them, stooping like a great hawk in search of prey. With one hand Ulrik pushed Valerius to one side and dived in the opposite direction himself. The demon hit the deck where the wizard had stood a second before. A shower of sparks erupted where its talons impacted. Ulrik willed his elemental blade to life. Flames licked along the blade, fluttering in the breeze of the ship’s movement. He stabbed it home. The demon’s flesh parted, and it let out a terrible roar. 
Its wings snapped open. The pinions were razor edged, and each of the struts ended in a great hooked talon. Ulrik ducked just in time, feinted at the demon’s eyes and then struck, landing only a glancing blow. The demon sprang into the air, its wings carrying it upwards and away. Ulrik leapt after it, thrusting his blade upwards, catching it where the groin would have been in a man. The demon howled in anguish as it disintegrated into a shower of stinking sparks.
A terrible melee engulfed the ship. Men wrestled with demons. Stormlances flared, sending blasts of power shimmering across the deck. Another demon lunged at Valerius. Fear grasped at Ulrik’s heart. He was too far away to intervene and the mage was simply not strong enough to defend himself.
Rhea appeared. Her blade smashed into the back of the wizard’s attacker. Runes flared along its length as it bit into alien flesh. The demon howled and twisted to strike at its tormentor but Rhea sprang away, easily eluding it. 
Ulrik threw himself headlong at the demon. His elemental blade ploughed into its flesh and the thing screamed and died. Valerius raised his hands and muttered an invocation. Haloes of energy played around his head and hands. His aura of power intensified.
On the command deck, Serena and a few of her officers fought back to back against their attackers. A whirlwind raced around her, buffeting the demons and sending them off balance, telling of the presence of her elemental protector. Many of the crew were down, with demons bestriding them, feasting on their entrails, performing the unnatural acts they had threatened. 
Here and there, some pirate with a strong set of grafts or a particularly powerful elemental blade held their own, but it was obvious that unless something was done the ship would very swiftly be over-whelmed.
Valerius completed his spell. 
Filaments of fire danced through the air all around him, snaking out and zig-zagging around humans to spear through the flesh of demons like red-hot wires through tender meat. Each line of light and magic pulsed, colours changing along its length as it moved. Every one of them sought out a demon, and every demon it touched howled in agony. Those that survived took to the air and fled as fast as their wings would carry them. 
Valerius slumped to the deck, looking drained of all strength, as if invoking the spell had cost him very dearly. Pain stabbed at Ulrik’s chest. For a brief moment of vertiginous horror he thought Valerius might have over-extended his power. There was another stab of agony and Ulrik howled with anguish. Slowly, the pain subsided leaving only a feeling of tightness in Ulrik’s chest. He slumped down beside the weary sorcerer, blade held loosely in his right. The shadow of Serena fell across them.

“I thank you for your aid,” the pirate captain said. “I thought we were doomed there for a moment, but your spell saved us.”
“It was my pleasure,” said Valerius. His face was pale and sweat beaded his forehead. 
“However I must insist you hand over your adjuncts. I will put them into safekeeping,” said Serena. “Along with Captain Ulrik’s weapon.”
Her crew gathered around, paying close attention to the conversation. They held their weapons at the ready, as if they were quite as afraid of Valerius as they had been of the demons. 
A new tension filled the air. The captain and her crew had just become aware of what Valerius was capable of, and they felt threatened. Ulrik could understand that. The crew were never going to get a better chance to disarm them, with Valerius weakened by over-use of his magic. Valerius’s smile showed that he too understood that they stood at a cross-roads. 
As a former captain himself, Ulrik could understand Serena’s line of thinking. No one wanted to have a potential enemy as powerful as Valerius loose on their ship. His own hand strayed to his sword. If she gave the order to attack, he would meet violence with violence.
Valerius noticed his action and shook his head. 
“You look just about done in,” Serena said. “Working such formidable magic must have left you very tired.” She continued to stare at them hard. “I feel prompted to add that for a pleasure slave your cat-girl handles a blade with great deftness.”
“She also acts as my bodyguard. I find the combination useful as well as stimulating.”
“You are a man of interesting tastes,” said Serena. “Now if you will hand over the rest of your adjuncts and war-gear, I would be most grateful.”
Ulrik tensed himself for the hopeless conflict to come. Valerius shook his head. “I think we should all surrender our weapons,” he said. “After all Captain Ulrik, there is no need for you to throw your life away on my behalf.”

“What happened back there?” Ulrik asked as the three of them crowded into the cabin. “Why did I feel like I was having a heart attack when you cast the spell.”
“I must apologise, Ulrik,” Valerius said. “Back there on deck, I lost control of the binding spell temporarily. The stress of casting Laedon’s Linear Dismissal cost me dearly and I fear it might cost you the same.”
“That’s not very reassuring.”
“There is a limit to what any wizard is capable of, and today I am afraid I reached it. Console yourself with the thought that if I had not done what I did you would even now be enjoying the gentle ministrations of a demon.”
“I find myself oddly ungrateful.” Anger bubbled up within Ulrik. It gave his voice an edge. It made him feel strong and powerful.
“That is understandable,” said Valerius. “Still we all must endure some setbacks in this life and much that is unpleasant.”
“It seems to me that my share has been disproportionate.” 
Valerius raised an eyebrow. “The people you encountered in your pirate days might disagree if they were still alive to do so. Some might even go so far as to see your suffering as a just punishment for your acts.”
Was there just a hint of annoyance in the wizard’s voice, Ulrik wondered? Valerius looked tired enough to vent his emotions. There was a warning tone to his words that should have made Ulrik back off but instead merely goaded his temper to new heights. “Is that what you think? Who are you to judge me? You can’t understand what my life was like?”
“Doubtless any one of the people you murdered and robbed might have said the same thing. You passed a death sentence on them though. Who gave you that right?”
“I would not expect a man like you to understand. Your sort has everything in this world. You don’t know what it’s like to be poor. To have nothing, to be less than the dirt beneath some merchant prince’s boots.”
“There are millions more people in this world who are poor. Most of them manage to avoid robbing and killing their fellows.”
“And that’s the way your sort likes them, isn’t it? Docile? I refuse to live like that.”
“The unvarnished righteousness of your wrath is impressive. Although I’m not convinced all the people you killed would see the justice of your arguments.”
“I’ve been there when you’ve killed a few people as well, and I’ve not known you for very long.”
Valerius shook his head. “In my defence, I could say that I did not do this for my own gain.”
“And doubtless your victims would find this just as unsatisfactory an answer as mine.”
“Well this is a breakthrough,” said Valerius. “At least you have admitted that the people you killed were your victims.”
The argument was spiralling out of Ulrik’s control. The wizard was capable of twisting his words the way his spells twisted the fabric of reality. Ulrik felt like punching the man but his sense of self-preservation told him that this would not be wise. At that moment there was a knock on the door and Serena entered. Ulrik wondered how long she might have been outside listening. Her face gave no idea.
“I wanted to thank you for your help,” she said. “I am grateful to you for saving my ship.”
“I take it your gratitude does not extend to letting us go,” said Valerius.
“I am afraid not,” she said. “I should sell you to Lord Molok.”
She looked frightened and a little ashamed.
“Is he really so powerful?” Ulrik asked.
“More powerful than you can imagine. Hydra is not the city you left. Molok and his acolytes rule it in all but name. The Council of Captains merely puts their seal on his edicts. I fear you will not recognise the place when we get there Captain Ulrik.”
“Thank you for the warning.”
She slumped down in the chair and stared at them. “These demons. They are becoming more common. They have been all along these routes in the last few months. It’s almost as if something is drawing them.”
“I feel sure it is,” said Valerius. He sounded sympathetic. 
“How, in what way?”
“I don’t think it’s coincidental that demons starting appearing at the same time as Molok rose to power and the black ships appeared. These things are all connected. After all, he must be getting the creatures he binds into these hulls from somewhere.”
“You are saying he summons them and we simply got in the way this time?”
“Perhaps. Or perhaps it’s simply that his magic has caused ripples. Maybe he has unleashed enough power that the old gates and portals resonate to it and the demons find it easier to enter our world.”
“That does not sound like a good thing,” said Ulrik.
“Your gift for understatement astounds me. And there’s something else worth considering. Perhaps all of these things are not accidents, but part of a greater plan.”
“To do what?”
“I will not know until I see this Molok and his handiwork.”
“No need to worry about that,” said Serena. “We will reach Hydra soon enough.”






Chapter Seventeen
The Fiery Blade of Devastation swept down towards Hydra. Those of her crew not busy with their duties stood on deck watching their home port approach. Ulrik joined them, out of nostalgia and a desire to catch a glimpse of the only place he had ever really thought of as home.
Hydra had sprung up like an evil fungus amid the ruins of a long-dead city. Its huge buildings were scattered amid the calderas of a group of long extinct volcanoes: abandoned palaces, fallen warehouses, gigantic residential insulae. Around the rim of the craters, broad, brutish towers pierced the leaden sky, and long roads, leading to long dead kingdoms, wound like demented serpents through the tortured rock. 
Every square inch of the inner walls of the crater were covered in crazily coloured tenements, and narrow winding streets. Massive barge-palaces floated on the lake. Gondolas and sky chariots flashed through the air. The sky over every tower was filled with pirate ships, hanging in groups like desert vultures flocked over the body of a dying sand lizard.
By the lakeside Ulrik could see a titanic new building, tall, cathedral-like, gargoyle encrusted, the largest man-made structure in the city, built over the long abandoned spot where once a Temple to the Demon Princes had stood. Molok’s citadel looked like a man-made mountain carved to resemble the ship that had attacked The Pride of Karnak on a cyclopean scale. Seen from the air, it had the same shape and lines on a massive scale. It had not been there when Ulrik had left the city. It seemed impossible that so imposing a structure could have been built in so short a time but there was no denying the evidence of his own eyes. 
Long lines of people snaked through the streets towards the demonic tower, like pilgrims trudging to a sacred place in search of enlightenment and redemption. The wizard’s power had indeed grown while Ulrik was away.
Over the citadel hovered a fleet of black ships of the same shape. Although dwarfed by Molok’s fortress, each was a gigantic warship of enormous power.
He felt a growing sense of anticipation. He had expected to die in the Pit. Now he was back and Hydra lay beneath him as much a promise and a challenge as it had ever been. His family were buried down there somewhere in a plague pit. The thought twisted his heart. He could not even visit them in death. 
The ship reversed its engines and slid slowly to a halt at its dock, a monumental platform in the side of a gigantic pylon. Lines were lowered and the airship pulled into place. Moments later landing ramps swung into position and the gates in the side of ship swung open to let them descend.
All around was the bustle of a loading dock. Porters man-handled bales of cloth and crates of ancient artefacts. Pirates and slavers discussed deals, and wizards haggled for alchemical components. 
A group of red tunicked sky pirates, led by a tall thin man in clerk’s broadcloth, stood nearby. The man checked something on a list and strode over to Serena. Beside him was a man in hooded black and scarlet robes, a wizard by the look of him. 
Ulrik scanned the clerk with his enhanced vision. Subtle protective enchantments enshrouded him but no more than were to be expected by a high ranking functionary of a great House. He stepped forward and bowed deeply to Serena. “Welcome to Hydra, mistress,” he said. “Your safe arrival gladdens me.”
“Thank you, Garder,” said Serena.
“Who is that man watching us over there?” Valerius asked, nodding in the direction of the black-robed mage. 
Serena said. “Please answer Valerius’s question. I am keen to know myself.”
Garder looked over his shoulder and lost a little colour. “He is an acolyte of Lord Molok. He has awaited your arrival since your messenger skiff arrived. He claims that you are bringing in an important prisoner. The Lord Molok requests you surrender the wizard who escaped from The Pride of Karnak to him.”
“How did he know about that?” Serena asked.
“Perhaps his demons whisper it to him,” said Garder. He looked significantly over her shoulder towards the ship. “Or perhaps someone in your crew had a message crystal.”
“I find the former more likely,” said Serena.
“Perhaps that is because you do not wish to believe the latter,” said Valerius. “What are you going to do about Lord Molok’s request?”
“It is not really a request, is it?” said Serena. She sounded almost apologetic.
“You would be wise to grant this particular request, mistress,” said Garder.
The sorcerer moved closer, seeming to drift on air more than he walked. “Lord Molok has authorised that you be reimbursed the value of the man’s ransom, and you may keep his slaves.” His voice was high and unpleasant.
“What if I don’t want to?” Serena asked. There was defiance in her voice.
“This is a matter of some urgency. The Council of Captains is behind him on it. If you do not wish to aid us in this the Council will look askance on such disloyalty. And Lord Molok will be displeased.”
Serena paused for a moment, her lips compressed into a tight line, a frown furrowing her smooth brow. Her fists clenched on the pommel of her sword. For a moment, Ulrik thought she might defy the black-clad mage, but then she pouted and shrugged. “The man is a scion of House Karnak. His ransom is worth fifty-thousand denarii.”
“Lord Molok will transfer the funds to you immediately.”
Serena looked at Valerius and shook her head. “Sorry,” she said, almost too softly to be heard. “I would not wish this on my worst enemy.”
“Never fear, dear lady,” said Valerius. “I won’t hold it against you. I look forward to learning more at the feet of this master mage.”
Molok’s acolyte laughed. It was not a pleasant sound.

“And what about us?” Ulrik asked as they watched Valerius marched off to a gondola under the watchful eyes of the Black Sorcerer and his bodyguards.
The pirate princess looked at him. “You are now my property it seems.”
“I am a captain of Hydra,” said Ulrik.
“You were,” she said, “And you and your friend did me a favour back when the demons attacked, so I am going to let you and the cat-girl go free.”
In spite of himself, elation touched Ulrik’s heart. He was free and he was back in Hydra. Things had worked out better than he had hoped. Except of course for the fact that Valerius was in Molok’s clutches and might die there, with catastrophic consequences.
“Just like that,” said Rhea. “We are free to go?”
“If you prefer I could arrange to have you mounted on a slave block and sold to the highest bidder, girl,” said Serena in a tone that said her temper had its limits. Ulrik could understand. It must have been hard for a woman as proud as she was to bow down before Molok’s acolyte. It spoke volumes for the power the wizard had acquired that she had felt the need to do so. 
“That won’t be necessary,” said Ulrik. “We are grateful. I am at least. And I am a man who repays his debts.”
“I believe in paying mine too,” Serena said. “Which is why you are free to go.”
She threw something to Ulrik. It was the purse Valerius had given him back in the village where they had been captured. “Take it. You will need some money to get you on your feet. If you need work I can always use a fighting man.”
She said it as if she did not really expect him to accept it, and he understood that too. She knew just how hard it would be for someone who had once been a captain to accept a subordinate’s place. He needed to be tactful though.
“Thank you. I shall keep that in mind. But just now I would like to see the city again. It’s been a long time.”
“Very well. Come back if you want to take me up on the offer. It won’t be long before the whole city needs fighting men, unless I miss my guess.”
“One question if I may,” Ulrik asked.
“Yes,” Serena said.
“The Tower of Molok was not there when last I dwelled here.”
“It was raised in one night. Some say by a legion of demons. No one knows. There was a terrible storm and odd howling was heard in the street. Those who were wise stayed indoors. Those who went outside vanished.”
“I believe you,” said Ulrik.
“Till we meet again, Captain Ulrik.” She left the statement hanging in the air for a moment, and then turned and walked away.

They took a gondola marked with the insignia of Serena’s House to the edge of the Caldera. It set them down in a landing square. Ulrik scanned the crowd and saw that more than a few people were paying attention to them. That did not surprise him. Serena’s family were well known in the city, and their friends as well as allies would be interested in any reports of their doings. There were informers who eked out a living doing nothing but carrying such tales to those who were interested. He wished that he had his own crew with him now, some lads who could be relied on but they were all dead. 
Instead he had Rhea who was an unknown quantity still.
She seemed as excited as a school-girl allowed out of her convent as they took to the streets. She tried to look cool and calm but her nostrils twitched as the air of Hydra attacked them, and her eyes constantly widened as she took in their surroundings. All around them loomed gigantic, half-ruined buildings, inscribed with ancient symbols, covered in greenish moss. The ancient stone-work had a cyclopean quality to it, as if the city had not been built by men but by giants. In the spaces between the ancient buildings were a hodge-podge of every sort of shanty. Crowds swarmed around them. 
He felt that way himself, as if he had just arrived from his mesa-top village. This time, though, he even had money chinking in a purse by his side. 
Rhea looked at him sidelong and said, “What are we going to do now?”
He shot her a warning glance. “This is not the place for such talk. We need to find some place more private.”
She leaned in so close that he could feel the warmth of her body, and said, “I’m all for that.”
It was well done and it seemed sincere, and no one looking at them would wonder why they were looking for somewhere quiet and alone. Already he was attracting some envious looks, which in a city like Hydra brought their own dangers.
Drunken sailors, men with the plunder of a lifetime advertised by their weapons, amulets and mystical tattoos, filled the street. Magical signs glowed ghostly in the daylight advertising the services of wizards and alchemists and magewrights. Whores, as close to the beauty of princesses as cosmetic sorcery could make them, solicited for business on every street corner. Every second shop front seemed to house a tavern or a dreamsmoke house. Music sounded from every doorway underlying the shouts of the hawkers and the crude jokes of the drunks. Beggars howled for spare coppers.
Two sailors who only moments before had been pledging eternal friendship drew hook-knives and did their best to cut each other to pieces. No one tried to stop them. A few of their comrades were placing bets on the outcome. Ulrik thought the smaller of the pair looked quicker and less drunk but he was not going to risk any money on the outcome.
He was glad to be back. There was no city like Hydra. No other place mixed squalor and wealth, grandeur and ruin in quite the same way. Everywhere there were people of a dozen different races and types: green-haired witchlords from the Viridian Mountains, monstrously misshapen Ogres from the Jattangar Wastes, renegades from Chromea garbed in checked trousers and jerkins. There were folk whose skins blazed with mystical tattoos and who had endured the wildest augmentations imaginable by the practitioners of the fleshgrafter’s art. There were men with massive, barnacled demon-claws instead of hands, women whose skin had been replaced with leathery hides thick as a wagon-lizard’s. There were many more magically augmented people than he remembered. 
In a fountain near the Square of Silver an Aquatic elemental played, its humanoid outline rising from the water and then merging with it once more. Not for the first time, Ulrik wondered what strange trick of sorcery had left it trapped there. 
Stalls lined the streets. Shops crammed the alcoves in the walls of the buildings. Every second structure was in ruins, as if an army of drunken giants had wandered through the city kicking down everything they did not like. Lichen grew on the cracked stonework. Wind had weathered the broken building blocks and melted away the edges of statues and gargoyles so that in places they bore only the faintest resemblance to the shapes their makers had intended.
Dreamsmoke rose in clouds from lean-tos and the mouths of alleys. Men lay drunk or dead in pools of their own blood and vomit. Everywhere there was noise: raucous singing, the bellowing of hawkers, the angry ranting of arguing drunkards. 
As they walked, the differences came to Ulrik. The city had always had an edgy violent atmosphere but something had changed in the time Ulrik had been away. Things seemed even more desperate and there was a sense of expectancy, as if people were only waiting for some sign to leap on and rend one another. Overhead demons shimmered as they soared. They were most likely bound by their summoners but there were many more of them than he remembered. 
As he studied his surroundings and found himself once more submerged in the rhythm and voice of the city he began to notice things. Crews eyed each other with more than the usual wariness. Hands were never too far from the hilts of weapons. Protective spells shimmered around their owners even in the day-lit streets. There were more beggars, some of them blank-eyed from drugs. The gaze of others glittered sinisterly, as if something else lurked in their brains and peeked out of their eye-sockets. 
The space between his shoulder blades tingled in anticipation of a knife in the back. He told himself that he was imagining things, that it was himself and not the city that had changed, that he simply felt more vulnerable after being away for so long. He did not fall for his own deceptions. 
He was not the only one who constantly gazed around as if expecting violence to erupt momentarily. He saw similar wariness in the eyes of every stall keeper and most of the passing sailors, even the drunk ones. Hydra had always been a place where you kept one hand on your purse and a weather eye open for trouble but he had never known it to feel quite so on edge. 
Rhea took this in her stride, which was unsurprising. She had never been here before, had never seen the city in any other way. He felt the urge to find out more himself, to confirm his suspicions.
He paused for a moment to buy some roast ulsio from a street vendor, a pock-faced teenager little more than a boy. “What’s up?” he asked as the lad prepared the skewered meat. “Everybody looks as if they are expecting news of a Typhonian raid.”
The vendor looked at him as if trying to judge whether he was safe to be seen talking to. “Just get in? Been out a while?”
Ulrik nodded.
“You don’t look like a newcomer.”
“I’ve been in town before. I was captured and enslaved but I escaped and made my way back.”
“That sounds like a story worth hearing.”
“Another time. What’s all the excitement about? I can taste it in the air.”
“Big meeting of the Council soon. Things are going to be set to rights. Or so they say. There’s talk of a war fleet being assembled.”
“A war fleet.”
“Molok had promised the Council an empire. That’s what all the sorcery is about. That’s what all the new ships are for. Seems he’s working a big ritual.”
“He’s not the first who’s dreamed of an empire,” said Ulrik. “No one has ever united the Council either.”
“He’s got the city behind him. His weapons are powerful, his spells work and fleshgrafts are cheap and good. And he’s made worship of the Demon Princes fashionable again. The temples are full. Bleeding hearts are offered up on the hour every hour.”
“That so?” Ulrik offered some of the skewered ulsio to Rhea. Ulrik ate some more. It was a cheap dish, made from the giant rodents found in the ruins, and he strongly associated it with Hydra. There was a certain nostalgia in just the eating. It brought back memories of his earliest times here. Faces of men long dead suddenly swam into his mind, and glimpses of views seen from the rooftops of places he had not been in a decade returned. 
“When did Molok get so powerful?” he asked, passing over a coin for another skewer. The vendor seemed to think he had said too much. His mouth snapped shut and he gazed around shiftily.
He looked as if he wanted to say something, but caution warred with what seemed a natural garrulousness. “Speak up,” Ulrik said. “There’s coin in it for you. It might get me killed if I go shooting my mouth off in the wrong place.”
“I might disappear if folk hear me say the wrong thing,” said the vendor from the side of his mouth. Ulrik wondered if the man was sincere or if he was an informer just trying to provoke Ulrik into speaking out.
Some people had already shuffled away from him, eyeing him as they went. Ulrik shook his head. He had never known the citizens of Hydra to be so easily disturbed. They had always been a rambunctious, brawling, drunken mob of roisterers who would spit on a demon’s shadow if it crossed theirs. Their nervousness was starting to make him nervous.
“Got you,” said Ulrik. “Thanks for the warning.”
He grabbed Rhea by the elbow and steered her away from the stall.
“What’s up?” she asked, as they rounded a corner and entered the Plaza of the Titan. Ahead of them stood a huge statue of an armoured man, most of his features whittled away by aeons of erosion. He raised one massive blade, the size of a small tower as if threatening all the passing airships overhead. Children played around the base of his plinth. They moved into the cool of his shadow and Ulrik glanced around to see if anyone was following them. 
“Things have changed around here,” said Ulrik. “I’ve never seen everyone so nervous before.”
“It does feel like the night before a watch sweep in the under city,” said Rhea. She seemed more amused than anything else although it was hard to read her lovely, inhuman features. 
“Let’s find a place to talk,” said Ulrik.
“I thought you would never offer.”


Afterwards they lay panting on the bed in the inn room. Ulrik lay on one shoulder and looked down at the cat-girl.
“What are we going to do about Valerius?” Rhea asked. 
Ulrik rose from the bed and went to check the heavy bronze door was locked and there were no eavesdroppers, then he strode over to the table and poured himself a goblet of sour wine from the pitcher. “I don’t know. I don’t even know where he is right now.”
“Molok has him.”
“Yes but where?” He glanced around the room. Once he would have considered it a fine place but now it just looked dirty and poor. The drapes were tattered. The glowglobe was dim. The bed was ancient and creaky. The luxury of Karnak Tower had spoiled him for places like this.
“I am guessing that it’s the big building with the Black Ships floating over it.”
“I meant we don’t know where in that building.”
“We need to break him out.”
Ulrik laughed. “I admire your confidence. How are we going to get into the wizard’s palace? It will be protected by sorcery and by more swords than you or I can count.”
“I’ve broken into wizard’s towers before.”
“Was that before or after you were sold into slavery as a thief?”
She stretched and smiled. Her teeth were very sharp and her eyes were very bright. “Both.”
“Valerius had you stealing things?”
“He taught me a lot about how to avoid spell-traps and I knew a fair bit to begin with. My creator was a wizard, remember?”
“That’s good because if you are planning on getting into Molok’s lair, you will need to be an expert on that.”
“Well at least I will have you to help me,” she said, as she leaned forward and pressed herself against him.
“Why are you so desperate to get Valerius out? It will most likely mean your death.”
“If we don’t, it will almost certainly mean your death. That implant is not going away and if our master does die, you will go shortly thereafter.”
“You’re not telling me you want to do it because of me?”
“I want to do it because of both of you, and because I am compelled to by my geas. I would probably try it anyway, just to see whether it could be done.” She grinned at him, and he realised then that she was not quite sane by the standards that humans measured sanity.
There were things he needed to do and they did not involve freeing the wizard just yet. Perhaps ever. He needed to discover more about the nature of the hold that Valerius had on him and he meant to find out if there was some way he could free himself from it. Now that he was back in Hydra there was a chance that he might manage this.
Once again anger burned in the pit of Ulrik’s stomach. He hated being enslaved in this way. At least in the Pit he had been left alone when he was not fighting or training. Now he had to come and go at someone else’s beck and call, like a trained dog. And that person had the means to frighten him, to get into his thoughts and make him seriously want to obey. Valerius could squash him like a bug, virtually without thinking, and would if it suited his purposes.
Such thoughts were getting him nowhere, he’d better get on with whatever was he was going to do. Who did he know here? Who could tell him something? Marius. He would visit that wicked old man and his equally frightening wife. Perhaps they could be of help. At very least, it was worth a try.
His silence troubled Rhea. She spoke again, “Seriously. Why are you not so keen to tag along with me? Death at the point of a sword won’t be so bad as what will happen to you if Valerius’s restraining spell unravels. From what I understand, it might happen even if his concentration lapses, if he was under torture for instance.”
“I take it that’s your geas forcing you to tell me this.”
“It’s my intelligence. I know what is going to happen to you if you don’t help me. Valerius made it clear.”
“Look. I will help you if I can, but there are some things I need to check out. There are people who might be able to help.” Ulrik decided it was best not to tell her that he would be looking for help for himself and not Valerius.
“I’ll come with you.”
“This is something I need to do alone.”
“Trying to get rid of me already?” She showed her sharp teeth. He could not tell whether it was a smile or a threat. Perhaps it held a little of both. “Why the sudden change?” she asked.
“I am going to talk with old friends, folk who would be nervous around strangers.”
She considered this for a moment.
“You can wait here or check out Molok’s Tower. We can meet back here.”
With a quirk of her hips Rhea strode sinuously off through the door.
He felt guilty about that and pushed it aside, deciding that he felt more sorry for anyone who interfered with her. She could look after herself. And what was she to him? There were people in this city he desperately needed to find. There was no reason why he should feel bad about leaving Rhea on her own. He felt bad anyway.






Chapter Eighteen
The air in the Low Quarter had not changed much. It still smelled of strange alchemical compounds bubbling up from the depths of the earth. It was still the same mass of ruins and hovels. Here the ruins were even more crazily toppled than elsewhere. Sometimes they leaned against each other like drunks propping each other in the street. The people had a desperate look, the same feral savagery as was visible among the poor everywhere in this world. Ulrik swaggered along through the streets, counting on his size and attitude and his obvious weaponry to keep him safe. 
The smell of dreamsmoke wafted through the air. Hovering glowglobes flickered. Eyes watched him wolfishly, as people looked for their next meal. Ulrik’s appearance, and the sense of danger he radiated kept the scavengers back. A whore who must have weighed twice what he did beckoned to him. Ripples of fat half-buried the pictoglyphs of allurement inscribed on her arms. When movement exposed one of them, he felt the tug of sexual attraction. It strobed away just as quickly when the sweaty, perfumed flesh folded in on itself. Ulrik remembered what Valerius had told him about the way such magic drained life and wondered whether it was that or her way of life that made the woman seem so old.
A dapper tout with a shaven head and neatly cut beard beckoned to him with one human hand while scratching his chin with a reptilian claw. Many people, even the poorest seemed to have been modified with fleshgrafts. Ulrik found it hard to be repulsed since he had been so heavily modified himself. The folk of the slum seemed less human somehow. There was a desperation and a craziness in their eyes even greater than he remembered.
The folk around him were not the confident crews of pirate airships but the lowest of the low in the pecking order of the city, the day labourers, the old, the poor, the dreamsmoke-addicted, the drunks, the beggars, the people for whom Hydra’s dream of ill-gotten wealth had turned out to be just another mirage. Not people like himself, he thought with sour humour, patting the purse of coin Serena had so generously returned to him to make sure that it was still there.
There were labouring Greys too old to work and beginning the inevitable process of dissolution, massive Brutes who had given in to the desire for booze, assorted changelings from the wastelands who could find refuge nowhere else. He remembered this part of the city well. It was where he had lived when he first came to Hydra. Now everyone had a haunted, hunted look when they did not have the glimmer of madness in their eyes. Molok had certainly changed things here.
He was relieved to see that the entrance to the shophouse was still there, and Zela, the wizard’s massive slatternly wife sat outside it, smoking her pipe. An old meat cleaver rested on her leather apron which kept the thugs away just about as well as it discouraged business. She looked up at Ulrik as he approached, and gave him a gap-toothed grin, as if she had just spoken to him the day before. “Wondered when you would show up again, captain,” she said. “Heard you’d been executed.”
He grinned back. There had been a time when he and the wizard and his wife had done quite a lot of business. He had bought some of his best grafts from them. “Marius in? I have some work for him.”
“Do you have some coin for him?”
Ulrik nodded.
“Then he’s in.” She turned her head and bellowed over her shoulder. “Husband, a customer!”
Ulrik strode in and went into the back of the shop. The ceiling was as low as he remembered and even more packed with wizardly paraphernalia. Marius was even smaller and more shrivelled looking than Ulrik remembered. His long yellow stained moustache dripped from his beak nose to his chest. Short sighted eyes squinted up through pebble thick bi-focals. He wiped his nose on the red-embroidered billowing sleeve of his threadbare whitish robe, smearing some runes with snot, and said, “Captain Ulrik, it’s you.”
“How is business?” Ulrik asked. Marius spread the long gnarled fingers of his surprisingly large hands in a gesture of indifference. A sudden flash of memory, of days when those fingers had been covered with his own blood came back to Ulrik.
“Could be better. How about you? Heard you were captured.”
“I was.”
“Not many make a comeback from that. It’s the long drop for most if they are lucky.”
“I wasn’t lucky.”
Marius raised one bushy eyebrow. “You look healthy enough, although I’d have to run the old aetherscope over you to tell whether that was really the case. How are the grafts I did for you? Still working?”
“Good as gold. You did good work.”
“You paid good money.”
“I hear it’s in short supply these days.”
“If you’re a fleshgrafter it is. Molok and his followers have all the work. They don’t make a profit on it either, or I’m half-Shadar. Drives down the prices everyone else can charge too. Not much money in magic these days. There are times when I wish we had a guild.”
Ulrik looked at their surroundings. They were even shabbier than he remembered and Marius himself looked as if he were still dressed in the same clothes gone even further to seed. Considering what he was going to tell the wizard, he would be trusting the man with his life. Marius was a strange bird, more interested in his research than money, more interested in his drink than his research most of the time, sometimes forgetful, sometimes sharp as a truesteel blade. Ulrik considered him a friend but any man could prove treacherous if the reward was large enough and they were short of cash. Ulrik let his breath out slowly. He doubted that the bounty on the information he was about to give would prove that large. “My life has taken a strange turn.”
“Why does that not surprise me?” Marius rose, looked around carefully, closed the door and unstoppered one of his alchemical flasks. “Drink? The wife thinks it’s material for my experiments.”
“You sure it’s not?” The wizard had been known to be absent minded. 
Marius sniffed at the liquid then poured it into two alchemical beakers. “Potion of levitation,” he said. “Will get you high as kite.”
Ulrik accepted a glass and sipped at it. It burned his tongue and made him blink his eyes. 
“A strange turn you said,” said Marius returning to the business at hand. 
“This place still warded?”
“Always. You can talk freely here.”
“What do you know of House Karnak?”
“Big bad business. Typhonian wizard- merchants. Rich as the God-Kings of Kruul. Mixed up in Imperial politics and dark magic and all manner of subworld stuff. A real power in Typhon which means a real power in this wicked old world. You with them now?”
“You could say that.” 
Marius let out a low whistle. “A strange turn like you said.”
Swiftly Ulrik outlined what had happened, concentrating on the binding Valerius had put on him. Marius listened and nodded occasionally but said nothing. When Ulrik finished there was a long silence. Eventually he said; “What do you think?”
“Yes,” said Marius.
“Yes what?”
“Yes, your life has taken a strange turn.”
“What about the implant?”
“Such a thing is technically possible if the caster possessed superlative skill. There are several ancient texts that refer specifically to such forms of binding and compulsion. The Slave Lords of Ygtharok were masters of them. I could probably find something about it in my library if you give me some time.” He indicated the shelves of ancient tomes that covered the far wall. 
“All I need to know is can the bloody thing be removed?”
“I take it you want me to take a look into that as well.”
“That, along with my desire to sample your fine potions, is why I am here.”
“Then you’d better cross my palm with coin.”
Ulrik produced the bag which Serena had given him. Marius gestured to a long coffin like metal instrument at one side of the wall. “Strip off and lie down there under the eye of the aetherscope,” he said.
Ulrik did as he was told. Marius moved several crystal lenses into position and then spoke the words of an incantation. The lenses lit up, showing strange patterns that writhed and wriggled like a nest of multi-coloured snakes. Ulrik could see their reflection in Marius’s glasses. The wizard let out a long, low whistle and helped himself to another slug of potion from his beaker. “Impressive,” he said.
“Well?”
“You’ve certainly been ensorcelled by a master of the craft. The thing is growing slowly, feeding on your blood and lifeforce.”
“Is it killing me?”
“You feel hungrier than you used to? Is your sleep deeper? Do you have strange dreams?”
Ulrik nodded. The little sorcerer cackled in a way that was far from reassuring. “Then eat more, sleep more, and maybe take some interesting hallucinogens. That should keep the little bastard happy.”
“It should keep me happy as well.”
“I doubt it. Most of the excess will go to your little visitor.”
“Won’t that make it grow?”
“It’s a delicate balancing act. If you don’t it will most likely start to cannibalise your blood and muscle and thought. Don’t overdo it. Notice any other changes?”
“Those fleshgrafts you put in seem to be working better.”
“That’s no reflection on my workmanship. The grafts share gene-runes in common with the parasite. It’s probably splicing itself to them. Since its also spliced to your nerve-trunks you’re getting the benefit. It’s hard to say how much but I would be surprised if it was not significant. There seem to be other changes. I have never seen anything as wildly mutated as this thing before. It seems to be spreading through your entire nervous system.”
Ulrik steeled himself and asked the big question. “Can you remove it?”
Marius stiffened and drummed his fingers on the cupola of the aetherscope. He looked up at the ceiling as if he expected to find an answer graven on its rune-embossed surface. He paused for so long that Ulrik was forced to repeat the question. 
The sorcerer coughed and said, “There’s wards here against tampering and they have the sort of power that it would take an archmage to overcome, which sadly for all of us, I am not. The life-knots are so tied that snapping them would most likely let the little beast go free and do whatever its been intended to do. And if I do more than look at the weave, the caster will know, and it looks like he could do something about it too. This is a truly impressive bit of work. Nasty but impressive.” There was a certain respect in his voice when he spoke. 
“You sure?”
“As I am of anything. You might want to get a second opinion but I am pretty certain that any other grafter will tell you the same thing as I have.”
“What do you think?”
“I think you should go along with this Valerius and hope he keeps his end of the deal. It’s most likely your best chance of getting out of this thing alive. Or getting this thing out alive.”
“You think he can undo the spell?”
“If he can’t, maybe no one can.”
“No one?”
“If you had access to Elder magic, a potent artefact or the power of a Demon Prince you might be able to get rid of it. A god would be able to do it, but they all left this blighted world aeons ago.”
“You’re not filling my heart with hope.”
“I can fill your belly with booze which might be the next best thing under the circumstances.” Marius refreshed their beakers and both of them took a sip.
“Interestingly enough this mixture becomes more appealing the more I drink it,” Ulrik said.
“You begin to understand one of the fundamental principles of alchemy.” The booze settled like liquid fire in his stomach but it did not have the kick he remembered. Most likely that was his implant at work. Still, he felt a buzz coming on and his tongue begin to loosen. It was not the only thing that did. For the first time in days, he did not feel tension between his shoulder blades and his muscles did not seem to be wound so tight.
“You sure the thing is dormant,” he asked eventually.
“It’s sleeping like a rugrat at the moment.”
“Valerius says he can bring it to life. That it will eat my body and soul and turn into a fully-fledged demon.”
“Perfectly possible. The breed of demons that thing was derived from is famous for its unwholesome habit of laying its eggs inside sentient beings. There are wasps and spiders that do the same sort of thing. Gives the larvae something to eat when they hatch.”
“Is there anybody in the city that might be able to help me?”
Marius considered. “Molok might. If anyone has that kind of power and knowledge, it’s him.”
 “What’s this about Molok? Last I heard he was some sort of advisor to the Council. Now you’re telling me he’s the man to go for if you want top flight wizardry and a lot of folk are crapping themselves at the mention of his name...”
“And I don’t blame them for it. But if there’s any man in the city that might be able to deal with your problem, he’s that man. Like most wizards I have a tendency to belittle my fellows but I have to say that for all his madness he is most likely the greatest wizard of our lifetime, possibly of our aeon.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Look at the stuff coming out of his sanctum— believe me, I have. Soul-eating blades, demon-binding engines. Infernal warships. It’s brilliant stuff.”
“I’ll take your word for that.”
“Please do. I would like to think that all of my years of actually practising magic counted for something in this discussion.”
“You sound almost as if you admire this degenerate demon-worshipper.”
“I certainly envy him his talent. I fear him more than death, if you want the truth. He’s doing something awful in that palace of his. The flows of magical energy around it are dark as sin. Demons are drawn to the place. They go in but they don’t come out.” Ulrik thought of the flock of demons they had encountered on the way here. Could they have been drawn by Molok’s magic?
“Just like people apparently.”
“Quite so.”
“It sounds like he’s another power-mad tosser.”
”If you really believe that, you should keep your thoughts to yourself when you’re outside this room. The black and scarlet are powerful now. Informers everywhere. Monitoring spells too. Demons hide in shadows.” 
“Sounds like things have changed.”
“It’s never been like this before, Ulrik. Even captains have vanished recently; the ones who spoke out against Molok and his plans. It’s not healthy to do that anymore. People are afraid. Anyone who talks out of turn ends up in the citadel and no one knows what happens to them. That’s one reason people are so afraid.”
“That so?” Ulrik considered this. Was it possible that Molok’s spy network was so extensive? If it was so, it explained why Karnak’s spies had not traced anything back to Hydra yet. “How did this happen? He seems to have come a long way in a very short time.”
“To the young it always looks that way. If, like me, you had spent years of training to get to the extremely lowly position I occupy today you would probably appreciate him more. His success now is the result of long preparation, excellent groundwork and, more to the point, a great deal of money.”
“I’ve always found the latter to be an excellent tool for achieving goals. It’s a pity I never had enough of it.” The booze was starting to bite a little now. His tongue felt a little numb. His words were a little slurred. Still he felt assured that in general he was making excellent sense. 
“My sentiments exactly. In any case, if you would be so good as to allow me to continue, I shall proceed to explicate on the main reason for his success.”
“Pray proceed.”
“It’s economics, Ulrik, my boy. He has developed superior techniques for commercial sorcery and used them to acquire a personal fortune which he bolsters all his political ambitions with. Now he has so much money that he can virtually give grafts away, to buy popularity with the crowds and the captains. The Council is in his pocket. He had provided the weapons, the ships and the intelligence that have made it so successful recently.”
“Go on,” Ulrik said.
“You have a very calculating look in your eye,” said the wizard. “Allow me to aid your cogitations with some more alcohol. The potion of levitation appears to have floated away, but I believe I have a very fine embalming fluid around here somewhere.”
“I don’t mind if I do.”
“I have always admired your good taste and discernment about the finer things in life.”
Marius finished rummaging about through his stock of chemicals. Ulrik hoped he was not so pickled that he had mistaken acid or something worse for the embalming fluid. There were more perils than he would have imagined in getting drunk with a practitioner of alchemical lore. The old man gave a shout of triumph and held up a flask of some clear liquid marked with a skull rune. His face took on a look of worry, as if he expected his wife to overhear him and then he raised a finger to his lips in a warning gesture as if it had been Ulrik and not he who had made the noise. He refilled their beakers. Ulrik sniffed it. It did not smell like acid. It smelled like booze.
“I think you would find, if you talked to enough wizards,” Marius said, “that we all have our little weaknesses. Mine is that I indulge my wife in her peculiar prejudice against alcohol.”
Ulrik had heard it said, mostly by that self-same wife, that Marius’s real weakness was for alcohol, but personally he reckoned that was a vile slur. He had never seen a man with a better attitude to hard liquor and he decided that he must share this information with his good friend immediately.
“Very good of you to say so,” said Marius. “For myself I have always found you among the best of drinking companions, with the sort of cosmopolitan, relaxed and tolerant attitude that is all too rare in these benighted times.” He aimed a dagger-like stare at the doorway which made it all too clear who he had in mind.
“You were telling me about Molok.”
“A genius, my boy. A genius, if a very wicked one. He traffics with the subworlds, makes pacts with demon lords, practises human sacrifice and worst of all, he dabbles in that blackest of arts: politics.”
“An ambitious man then?”
“There are those who say he’s only half that. One part man and one part demon. Then, of course, they say it of any wizard who is successful. Behind their backs of course, because they don’t dare say it to our faces.”
There was a tone of belligerence in Marius’s voice that had not been there a few moments ago. Ulrik was hard-pressed to work out where it had come from. He had been in such a good mood. 
“I hope you don’t think that I talk behind your back,” Ulrik said. “If I have anything to say about a man I say it to his face.”
“Ah, but you are the most honest and straightforward of men, Ulrik. A rough diamond, a gem all too rare in these degenerate times. To be honest, such men as yourself are probably rare in any age.”
Ulrik nodded his head in acknowledgement of this generous tribute. “I think we have drifted from the subject, old friend. You were talking about Molok.”
“Why have you developed a sudden obsession with Molok?” asked Marius belligerently. His large hands closed into fists which he placed on his hips as he glared up at Ulrik. The pirate could see his own features reflected in the wizard’s glasses.
“Because you told me that he was the only man in the city who might be able to help me with my problem.”
Marius looked down at his feet sheepishly. “Oh yes, you’re right. I doubt that he would help you though. He’s too busy plotting and casting gigantic ancient spells to pay much attention to little problems like yours.”
“It’s not a little problem to me.”
“I understand that. You understand that. But will Molok understand that? No! He’ll be too busy looking at the bigger picture. He’ll be planning how to found his empire and get us all worshipping his demon gods.” The wizard started to giggle which Ulrik thought a trifle undignified for a man of his age and profession.
“You’re drunk,” he said.
“I’m inspired. Alcohol does not dim my wits as it does some others. It hones them to an incomparable sharpness. It enhances my powers of reasoning and sorcery. In fact, I believe I see a solution to your problem. I know how to get rid of that implant. Just let me get my scalpel and I’ll dig it out. No. There’s no need to pay me. I will do this free, gratis, for nothing. Out of friendship and because of my high regard for the quality of your company.”
Ulrik foresaw a few problems with the magician’s plan. “I thought you said that tampering with the implant would alert Valerius or trigger it.”
“Only if I used magic. The genius of this plan is that no sorcery is involved. Only my scalpel and my steady hand,” Marius said, dropping his beaker on the floor with a crash. “The damn thing was slippery. Just let me fill another and unload my bladder and find my scalpel and we’ll get started.”
If Ulrik had thought there was any chance of success he would have risked it. Without anaesthetic if need be. It would be worth it to get rid of the infernal creature buried in his chest. But he suspected that the wizard’s plan was simply the portion of levitation talking and the vague idea of doing a favour for a friend. He looked up at the ceiling and thought about it very seriously though. 
An image of the drunken Marius hacking at his chest with a scalpel sprang into his mind. It was not very reassuring. He pictured the wizards hands covered in blood once more as he dragged forth the half-spider, half-demon creature that Valerius had showed him back in Typhon. He pictured himself lying on the laboratory floor amid the alcohol and broken glass with blood spurting from a severed artery while Marius lay on the floor and giggled like a drunken idiot, which was in fact what he was doing at this very moment.
He decided that while it was not without merits, this was not the time to take Marius up on his idea. There would be time enough for that when he was sober, when they were both sober, for it came to Ulrik then with dreadful clarity that he might just be a little drunk himself. Unlikely as it seemed, the possibility was there. It seemed he had consumed enough alcohol to overload even the demon-parasite’s powers of metabolising the stuff. 
He rose to his feet and only swayed a little. His movement seemed a little out of control and he was a little tired. Fortunately, the wizard had a cot in one corner of his room. Ulrik decided that he would take a little rest, have a lie down before he went on his way. Marius had stopped giggling now and was snoring loudly. Ulrik stepped over him on his way to the cot. It creaked under his weight as he lay down and it was not really big enough for him. His feet protruded over the edge. He would just close his eyes and rest them for a few moments before he went about his business.
Just as he slipped over the edge of slumber, a thought occurred to him. What if Marius woke up and decided to perform a little impromptu surgery while he was asleep?






Chapter Nineteen
Ulrik knew he was dreaming. He stood in a vast chamber that looked as if it had been created by sorcery. Overhead in the heart of a huge floating gem, colours swirled and pulsed, sometimes congealing into the face of a trapped demon. The air smelled of blood. Screams of terror filled the air. Valerius was there once again, confronting a towering figure robed in scarlet and black and wearing a breastplate that showed a black moon surrounded by corona of fire. A bronze mask moulded to resemble the face of a snarling demon hid the features of the man beneath, just as quartz crystal lenses masked the eyes. 
“What is it you want, Lord Molok?” Valerius asked the sorcerer. 
“I want to know what you know,” said Molok. His voice was deep and resonant. Ulrik moved closer but neither figure seemed to notice him. He was like an outsider watching a play, an invisible ghost observing the scene. Was he watching something that was happening now, or something that had already happened, he wondered? He moved closer to get a better view of events.
As Ulrik approached Molok he caught another scent. At first it did not seem unpleasant, merely a hint of cinnamon and some other spice but underneath there was the hint of something else, something old and dead. He had smelled something similar when investigating mummified corpses from the abandoned crypts of the Cobalt Wastes. “I wanted to gaze upon you and see what my enemy looked like,” said Molok.
“There is no need for us to be enemies. We are both reasonable men.”
“We have been enemies since before you were born, Valerius. The fact that we were going to be enemies was written in the stars. I am going to destroy your House, your city and you.”
“Why? What have we done to you?”
“You stand in my way.”
“I, for one, am willing to step out of it, although I can’t speak for the Emperor or my family. I am a peace-loving man when all is said and done.”
“You are the enemy of the Powers with which I am allied.”
“The Demon Princes?”
“Yes.”
“I have never heard of any man being the ally of those powers, merely their servant,” said Valerius apologetically, a merchant bringing up a difficult matter with a favoured client. 
“Ah, but you see I am not entirely a man,” said Molok. “My father was a demon of the Ninth Circle. My mother was a priestess-dancer. She performed the orgiastic rites in their temples in the Blights. I was born after one of those rituals.”
Many dark sorcerers had made such claims to enhance their reputation and the aura of horror that clung to them but there was something about Molok that suggested he was telling the truth. 
“I suppose that would give you a good start in the Dark Arts,” said Valerius.
“By the time I was ten I had performed my first virgin sacrifice and drank her blood and her soul. At the age of twelve I bound the djinns of the wasteland to my service and made war on rival sorcerers. At the age of fifteen I was a Prince of the Blights.”
“I was discovering girls and alcohol,” said Valerius. “I think I got the best of the deal.”
“I know who you are and I know what you are, and I know it is no accident that Lord Karnak’s agent was sniffing along the trail left by the Black Blades. I don’t think it’s an accident that you’re investigating this as my plans have almost reached fruition.”
“You have spies in House Karnak. If you are trying to frighten me, you have succeeded.”
“I am not trying to do anything, Valerius. I am merely getting the measure of the man. I find the only way to do that is to look him in the eye and listen to his voice and hear what he has to say.”
“You will find that I am more than willing to tell you anything,” said Valerius. “Pray ask away. There is no need for any nonsense about torture. We are both civilised men. I will be happy to share my knowledge with you. I know what you are doing here. I can see it now.”
“What do you see?”
“You are summoning a Demon Prince. You are going to bring him through a subworld gate and unleash him on the world.”
“Only partially correct. I am bringing the Demon Prince Jolgotha into our world but I am not going to unleash him. I am going to bind him.”
Valerius looked shocked. “That is not possible.”
“This entire palace is a huge trap. It’s every corridor forms part of an Elder Sign of binding. The soul gem above you is capable of holding the essence of even a Demon Prince.”
“What would you do with such a thing?”
“I will use it to power the mightiest weapon the world has ever seen. And I will use that weapon to reduce Typhon to rubble.”
“An interesting plan. Why am I still alive?”
“I know you have been working on projects connected with demon binding. I know that you are practised in secret knowledge and I will have it. You will tell me what you know. Without reservation. Without withholding anything. Without restraint. I have the means of making sure of that.”
Molok gestured and the huge floating gem lowered itself towards them. Something floated out of it, a shimmering ectoplasmic tentacular thing. It looked like a black moon surrounded by a halo of polychromatic fire. It came to rest in front of Valerius. Its surface swirled and a jewelled eye became visible.
“The Eye can see into your very soul. It can plumb all your secrets. It can pluck knowledge from your mind.”
“It would be easier just to ask the questions and have me answer,” said Valerius. “I am not fond of pain. I prefer alcohol and food.”
“I am sure you would. And you will have it. Eventually. When the Eye has eaten your soul and broken your will and you are prepared to swear allegiance to me and the Powers I represent.”
“I am sure you mean the powers that you serve,” said Valerius. “If we are being honest, why not admit that?”
“The Demon realm serves me.”
“So all the sorcerers who have served the powers down the ages have thought. In the end though there was only one master and it was not them.”
“You cannot delay your time of questioning by luring me into a futile debate,” said Molok. “I will have what you know and I will have it soon.”
The sphere floated closer and its burning eye, turned on Valerius. A shaft of light leapt between them. Valerius’s muscles spasmed. Ulrik felt reality begin to warp and bend, and the scene shimmered and vanished before his gaze.

Ulrik stood beneath the all-too-familiar sky of the demon world. It was hot. He could taste the spore-laden breeze. At least this time he knew he was dreaming. There was an oddness about this dream though, for he had the sensation that he was being watched, that there was someone else present and that that person was a human and not the alien entities that he always felt were hunting him.
He looked down at his hands and he could see that his fingers were chitinous talons and that his skin was a gleaming armoured black. This time, he felt no sense of wrongness about this and that worried him. Odd presences flitted about at the edge of his perception and when he looked up he saw creatures that seemed as much spider as human crawling along the walls of the curved buildings.
When he looked back a ghostly presence stood in front of him, a translucent outline that looked like Valerius. The wizard’s face was drawn and there were scars on his hands and cheeks. He stretched out his hands imploringly and his lips moved but Ulrik could hear no words. He knew that he was missing something important and that it was essential that he make out what it was that the wizard was saying but in this nightmare, he could not no matter how much he strained.
He reached out to touch the wizard’s hand, half expecting his own claw to go through it and was surprised when there was the faintest, fleeting sense of having made contact with something, as thin and fragile as a spider web or a thing made of gossamer. At that moment, he himself seemed to take on something of a ghostly quality and Valerius became more solid as if somehow it was feeding on Ulrik’s lack of presence.
“Are you dead?” Ulrik asked. “Is that why I’m becoming a demon?”
Much to Ulrik surprise, the wizard’s voice held a hint of its old acerbity. “No, I’m not dead and the demon is not free, not yet.”
The wizard seemed real, much more so than their surroundings and it came to Ulrik then that this was not a dream of the usual sort but something else, something touched by magic and willed by the wizard. The realisation must have shown on his face for Valerius nodded and said, “Yes, you’re right, this is not a dream. I am talking to you as you sleep.”
“What did I just see?”
“You saw a warped version of my first and only interview with the great and powerful Molok. It is not one of my fonder memories.”
“Then what I saw did not happen?”
“Not quite as you saw it. You were getting my deductions, intuitions and fears in a materialised form. I hope you enjoyed it.”
“Some of it happened then?”
“Some of the conversation and the part with the Eye.”
“So he set a demon on you. I find it hard to sympathise under the circumstances.”
“I suspected you might.”
“What happened?”
“The creature took a great deal of knowledge from my mind and after it was done with me I was thrown into Molok’s dungeons to wait my turn to be sacrificed.”
“He is going to use you as a sacrifice to this Demon Prince Jolgotha?”
“Indeed. Myself and many others. All of whom are bait to summon Jolgotha so that he can be imprisoned and used.”
“You are going to be sacrificed and fed to a demon?”
“There’s no need to gloat.”
“I can’t think of anything else to do under the circumstances.”
“You’re going to have to break into Molok’s citadel and free me.”
“Is there anything else you would like me to do? Like catch the moon in a net or count all the grains of sand in the Great Rust Desert?”
“Now is not the time for levity, Ulrik. If you do not free me soon then I will die and the spell holding the demon in place will dissolve and it will eat your body and soul. It does not matter what Molok will do to you, it cannot be as bad as that.”
Perhaps it was because of the link they shared but Ulrik could sense the truth in the wizard’s words and the desperation in his heart and it came to him that Valerius was probably suffering a great deal at this moment and had nothing to lose by implementing his threat.
“Can’t it? I have no guarantee that you will not feed me to the demon in the future. This way I know you will devoured by demons too.”
“That’s a rather childish and spiteful attitude, Ulrik.”
Ulrik folded his arms and stared. 
“I would have preferred voluntary co-operation but if that is not forthcoming…”
Valerius moved his fingers through the air, drawing lines of fire in the air before him. He spoke words in a language Ulrik did not recognise but which sounded harsh and cracked and not at all meant for the human tongue. Ulrik felt as if a huge weight was descending upon him and those lines of fire were being branded into his soul. A strange compulsion settled upon him and not just upon him he knew, but upon the thing that shared his body with him and part of his soul.
“What have you done?” Ulrik asked. “What sort of magic have you worked upon me now?”
“I redoubled the binding on the demon. It must obey me. The demon is bound to you now so you must obey me too. You will seek me out and you will rescue me. You will do so as quickly as possible. You will pass this message on to Rhea and tell her to accompany you. Now you will awake and you will remember what I have told you and you will act upon it.”
Ulrik eyes snapped open and he found himself staring at the cracked ceiling of Marius’s lab. Bound by the strange compulsion to do what he had been told by the image of Valerius in a dream, he rose from the bunk. He tried to stop himself but his body worked under compulsion. Marius lay drunk on the floor, snoring, surrounded by his fallen alembics, his head cushioned on a pile of leather-bound volumes of alchemical lore. 
Anger filled Ulrik. It was not enough apparently that his life be usurped by Valerius’s magic but now he was no longer even master of his own limbs. He would not have it. He was not some automaton to dance to the wizard’s tune. He took a deep breath and with a massive effort of will halted his steps towards the door. 
Something deep inside of him, something wicked and powerful fought back, tried to make him move, but he refused it. He held his breath, hoping to deny himself strength and air and thus assert his command over his own body. He stood there for long moments, muscles writhing like great cables below his skin, sweat trickling down the furrows of his brow and dripping saltily into his eyes. 
He had seen men addicted to drink try to refuse wine, only to reach out for the goblet as if they had no control over their hands. He knew what they must feel like now, but swore that he was not going to give way. His heartbeat thundered loud in his ears, the near-irresistible urge to obey Valerius’s command surged through his veins, and yet he held himself to the spot while he wrestled with the magical control.
The struggle more than anything was proof that what he had just experienced was no simple dream, and that the wizard really had managed to communicate with him. Perhaps he was foolish to resist, because his life and soul really did depend on keeping Valerius alive, so perhaps he should just relax and let his body do what it wanted. Perhaps these thoughts were another manifestation of the power trying to control him exerting its will to get him to do what the wizard wanted. He wanted to be certain that even if he obeyed Valerius, he did so of his own free will. He was taking a stand now, for he feared that if he did not he would never have another chance to be his own master.
Eventually the compulsion lessened, receding away like water flowing down a cistern. His heart stopped pounding, his muscles relaxed. To test his control he made himself walk back to the bed and lie down on it, and take deep calming breaths. Slowly, a sense of triumph seeped into his tired, dream-fevered brain. He had managed to resist the spell that threatened to turn him into a will-less automaton and remained in however small a way the master of his own destiny rather than a wizard’s puppet. 
For the first time in a long time, he felt as if he had won a tiny victory, and yet, a small nagging voice niggled away at him, telling him that such a triumph would be useless if the wizard died and the demon within him became unbound. It had taken almost all of his willpower to overcome it while it was dormant and bound. 
He had no way of knowing either whether Valerius sensed his resistance and even now was preparing to unleash the creature as a punishment. His knuckles went white. His fists clenched as he considered this but after a few moments he relaxed. Logic told him that it was not going to happen, not while Valerius still had some hope of Ulrik freeing him. It came to him also that the wizard must be desperate indeed if Ulrik represented his best and only chance of freedom. 
It was not much of a chance. He was supposed to break into Molok’s fortified citadel, and rescue a prisoner from the dungeon there. 
He might as well just throw himself on his sword now and get it over with. Doubtless it would be less painful than whatever fate Molok reserved for those who defied him and it might forestall the painful fate with which Valerius threatened him. Perhaps self-destruction was the only escape route out of this. 
And yet, he could not bring himself to do it. Valerius had judged him well. The will to live that had led him survive in the Pits stilled burned fiercely now. There was always some hope, and if the only exit was death, doubtless he would find it soon enough if he made the mad attempt to rescue Valerius. 
At least that way the matter would be taken out of his hands. And there was always the chance, no matter how remote, that he might live through this. While that possibility existed, he was reluctant to end it all. The question was: how would he get into Molok’s citadel? 
Looking down at the prone figure of Marius, his eyes closed, his mouth slackly open, a trail of drool dribbling from the corner of his lips, it came to Ulrik that he had told the little sorcerer all about his implant and the way Valerius could control him with it. If Marius decided to share that knowledge with the wrong people, it would mean Ulrik’s life.
He toyed with the hilt of his weapon and then shook his head. Where did these ideas come from? Was it the demon that lurked so close to his heart? He knew himself well enough to be certain that this was not the case – he’d had ideas like this before when he woke up drunk. Just thinking about that brought back dark memories of other times and other places when he had woken up with corpses around him or he’d killed men in brawls provoked by drink-fuelled anger. Some of those men had been his friends.
Ulrik wondered how long he’d been out. It had been late afternoon when he came here and the laboratory had no windows and the booze had affected his sense of time. He had no idea how many hours had passed.
He opened the door. Marius’s wife sat in her rocking chair snoring. The remnants of the compulsion Valerius had laid on him reminded him to seek Rhea. He hoped she was at the Inn. They had a lot to plan and a little time to plan it in.






Chapter Twenty
“What is going on?” Rhea asked. As he entered the inn room, she pointed to Molok’s citadel, visible in the distance through the armourglass doorway.
Ulrik opened it and strode out onto the balcony. Lots of other people were staring at the wizard’s demon built tower. The clouds swirled over it, their colours pulsing with a strange internal radiance. Ulrik focused his magically altered gaze on them. They were pregnant with energy. Elementals danced on the winds. Small demonic beings hovered and then were sucked down into the citadel. Something was attracting them. Something was generating an enormous amount of energy. Even the huge Black Ships hovering above the structure bobbed like balloons in the wind.
“I don’t know,” he said over his shoulder. “I am not a wizard like Valerius.”
Rhea joined Ulrik on the balcony. “I don’t like this at all. It looks like Molok is planning something really big and Valerius is in there. For all we know they may be preparing to sacrifice him even now.”
“Then we had better get him out,” said Ulrik. 
“I studied the outside of the tower and I’ve found a route that we can use to get in. There are areas where you can scale the side of the building and not be visible from too many angles.”
“It looks like there’s a storm coming out of the desert. That might cover our movements but it would make the climb much more difficult.”
Thunder boomed. Lightning slashed the sky. Dark clouds gathered. “If we’re going to go, we’d best were now,” Ulrik said.
“It’s a fair walk to Molok’s Tower” said Rhea, looking around at the room. It looked shabby and seedy but he had been happy there for a short time and he felt an odd sadness as they departed.

They moved through Hydra like a pair of shadows. Night had fallen but the pulsing, polychrome clouds filled the streets with strange light. Sometimes Ulrik imagined that he saw demonic faces leering out of them.
Rhea leaned against him as if they were lovers out on a spree. If anyone was looking he was sure they would suspect nothing. The streets around the citadel were deserted in the face of the oncoming, unnatural storm. Ulsios cowered beneath trash-heaps. Grit and wind-blown debris swirled through the air. A few tiny hovering elementals illuminated shadowy corners. The stink of sewer gas rose through the gutters, reminding Ulrik of the vast labyrinth of ancient tunnels beneath his feet. Perhaps, if they had been given enough time they could have found their way into Molok’s lair by such a route, although it was not a prospect he relished the thought of. 
Looking at the citadel from so close, Ulrik realised exactly how big it was. It was on the same scale as the Karnak Tower back in Typhon and it had a much more monumental quality. Everything about it spoke of power. It radiated sorcery and ancient, inhuman evil. He did not need his modified eyesight to be able to tell that. It was obvious to anyone as the deserted streets around it attested. No one liked to live in a dark wizard’s shadow, particularly not one as powerful as Molok. 
All of Ulrik’s anger and most of his confidence evaporated in the chill aura of menace that the monstrous building radiated. The citadel loomed gigantically above them. Its windows blazed with light and the sky above it swirled with the most concentrated clouds of magical energy, as if within some potent eldritch ritual were drawing to a cataclysmic conclusion.
“How are we going to get in?” Ulrik asked.
“The sides of the tower are scalable,” said Rhea. “Look at all those gargoyles. That sort of decoration must make it very easy for a thief to climb in.”
“It almost makes you wonder why there are not more of them doing it right now.”
“They are all probably too busy getting drunk.”
Ulrik studied the side of the tower. There appeared to be no sentries on any of the balconies. Ulrik studied Rhea closely. He thought he saw fear written on her face, but there was something else there as well: excitement.
“Why are you doing this?” he asked. “You could overcome the geas, or at least try to fight it. I did. So could you. It’s not just the geas that compels you, is it?”
She appeared to consider seriously what he was asking for a moment. He guessed that she, like him, was caught between the twin poles of fear and excitement, of necessity and compulsion. “Because Valerius has been good to me, and I have been around him a long time, and because without his patronage its back to the street for me, or the slave blocks and I find that I rather like being in his service. Also I am fond of him. And in his own way I suspect he is rather fond of me.”
That took Ulrik aback. He had not imagined anyone being actually attached to their master. He had always seen him as a remote, manipulative sorcerer rather than as another human being. It also came to him that perhaps the cat-girl who seemed so insular and self-sufficient in her own way also had her own emotional needs and attachments. Perhaps it was a measure of his own self-obsessed nature that he had not even considered the possibility. 
“We could die here.”
“You are going to die anyway. Why brood on it?”
“I have a morbid imagination. The thought of my own death disturbs me.”
“I mean it. You are going to die anyway, if not here today, then at some time in the future. There is nothing more certain. Why not risk your life on something glorious and seek a spectacular end?”
There was something serious in her tone now. She was speaking the truth as she saw it, and it worried him. People who wanted a glorious death had a habit of dragging others down with them. He had seen it in the past. 
“Do you really love your life so little?”
She gave a little snort of contempt. “It’s things like this that make me love my life. You only really value something when you see its real worth. Did not your time in the arena teach you that?”
Ulrik had heard this sort of thing before, and there had been times when he had even felt the truth of it, usually after a close fought duel that he had barely survived, but it was only one mood of many, and he passed through it and out the other side. It looked like Rhea was like fighters he had known in the Pits, the kind who loved their work, who could not wait to get on the sand, to roll the dice with death. 
“It taught me not to go looking to get myself killed.”
“Like I said. Death comes for everybody.”
“I plan on not being at home when he calls on me.”
“Do you think She will give you that choice?”
“If she doesn’t, I will run as fast and as far as I can.”
“You might not have that choice either. In fact you don’t. You’ve already said so.”
Ulrik could not deny the truth in her words so he did not even try. Instead he let a little anger show in his voice. “And you would prefer to run towards her anyway.”
“That’s better,” she said. “Now you’re showing a little edge.”
He wondered whether she had just manipulated him quite as much as Valerius had. Not that it mattered. He was starting to feel a little better. Anger always made it easier for him to cope with these situations. He suspected that it was simply the flip side of his fear.
“Look at the size of that ship,” said Rhea. Ulrik followed her pointing finger and looked up at a huge black ship, silhouetted against the multi-coloured clouds. It did not look like an ordinary airship. It shared many of the qualities of the tower. Thousands of screaming demon faces were embossed on its side, the expressions ranging from rage to hunger to terror. Something told him those expressions were not there for decoration. He suspected that there were real demons imprisoned within all that metal. From above them he could hear the sound of screaming and chanting, as the sacrifices went on long into the night.
“Let’s hope Valerius is still alive.”
“We know he is,” said Rhea. “If he wasn’t, neither would you be.”
“Let’s hope that continues.”
“The longer we wait, the less likely it becomes.”
“Once we’re inside, how are we going to find Valerius?”
“We’ll ask someone.”
“And what if they don’t want to tell us?”
“They will by the time I’ve finished with them.”
Ulrik would not have liked to be the man who refused to tell Rhea what she wanted to know, just judging from the sound of her own voice.
“I suppose we better go inside them. We’ve put this off for long enough.”
She leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. “I might not get another chance to do that.”
She sounded very fatalistic and Ulrik realised that she no more believed that they were going to get out of there alive than he did.

They scuttled up to the side of the tower, pausing for a moment to see whether they had been spotted. When no immediate alarm was given, Rhea grabbed the first gargoyle and pulled herself up the side of the building. Ulrik watched her go and then followed in her tracks. 
Although he was used to clambering around the outsides of a flying airship, there was no way he could keep up with her. She had the agility of her cat ancestors and the sides of the tower proved no more obstacle to her than an open pathway. 
The wind tugged at him. Particles of floating grit got into his eyes, making it harder for him to find his way as they got higher. As the ritual wore on, he noticed that some of it was glowing, and getting warm to the touch. Eddy currents of magical energy must be responsible.
Ulrik dug his fingers in to every handhold provided by the mouths and nostrils and horns and ears of demons and still struggled to keep up. Rhea found her way to a balcony. She dropped lithely over the side and gestured for Ulrik to follow.
Ulrik landed beside her. “This is a simple runic lock. I know the trick to opening them,” she said, touching the stone work with one hand and closing her eyes. She spoke something and the stonework glowed in an intricate pattern beneath her hands. As the light faded the armoured glass slid open revealing a large chamber, furnished as a combination sorcerer’s study and bedchamber. A four poster stood in one corner. Alchemical thuribles sat on a workbench. A huge volume lay open on a desk of polished wood. The air smelled of incense and chemicals.
“Have we stumbled into Molok’s lair?” Ulrik asked.
“It would be better protected. This must be one of his apprentices.”
“We could wait here until the owner gets back and then interrogate him about Valerius,” Ulrik said.
“We might be waiting here all night.”
“I take it you feel the urge to explore.” Rhea was already working her way through a chest of drawers. The locks on it had no more slowed her down than the ones on the windows. Ulrik strode across to look at the open book. 
“Don’t do that,” said Rhea. “Those symbols are wards of some kind. It’s the oldest trick in the wizard’s book to leave a grimoire open like that on a page which will fascinate - or worse - anyone who looks at it.”
“I am starting to suspect that you must have been a better thief than you let on.”
“Working for Valerius is easier.”
“Oh yes. All you have to do is break into a dread sorcerer’s tower, sneak past his thousands of minions and break him out of the wizard’s dungeons. I am not sure I agree with your idea of easy.”
“Every job has its difficult moments. They would be boring otherwise.”
“Right now I would settle for boring.”
“Where’s your sense of adventure?”
“It’s outside clinging to one of those gargoyles and whining that it’s afraid of heights.”
“Maybe it would like to remain there until Valerius dies and the demon he implanted in you is freed. That would give it some interesting new experiences.”
“Let’s get on.”
“Maybe we can take some of these robes and disguise ourselves as acolytes.” She gestured to the scarlet robes hanging in the wardrobe. There was a black moon inscribed on the chest. They were the same style as had been worn by the sorcerers who had led the attack on The Pride of Karnak and who had taken Valerius into captivity. 
Ulrik was about to say that neither of them looked like much of a sorcerer, but it came to him that they did not look much like tower guards either. He took one set of robes and slipped them on over his own gear. He concealed his scabbarded blade beneath the billowing skirts then, like Rhea, he covered his face with a cowl and followed her through the door.
They found themselves in a long corridor, lined with doorways and lit by dim ancient glowglobes. Strange murals covered the walls, pictures that were probably as ancient as the city itself, depicting scenes from when verdant pastures had surrounded Hydra. Ulrik recognised the outlines of some of the buildings depicted although the lands surrounding them were an uncharacteristic green. 
“Which way?” Rhea asked. For the first time she sounded less than certain of herself, and Ulrik realised that she was just as nervous as he was.
“Does it matter? We keep moving till we find someone we can question. Preferably not someone armed.”
“Sound thinking. Although I think we might have some difficulty with the unarmed part.”
She nodded and padded off down the corridor. Walking behind her, Ulrik noticed that she did not move very much like a sorcerer. Not unless that sorcerer was also a courtesan anyway. He feared that she was going to give them away.






Chapter Twenty-One
The air reeked of blood. Screams echoed down the corridors. The floor vibrated beneath Ulrik’s feet, thrumming as if some great engine was constantly at work and making the entire building shake with its power. 
In the empty corridors, those who saw them gave them a wide berth. It seemed the robes they wore were known and feared in this place. Ulrik did not want to meet any of their rightful owners. 
As they progressed deeper into Molok’s Tower, infernal engines loomed all around them. Robed and masked acolytes were everywhere. All of them wore strange amulets that glowed in the shadows. Many of them had grafts attached to their arms; claws, chitinous armour, long tentacles that wove through the air like serpents. A few of the people were no longer even vaguely human but rather some hybrid of man and demon. One or two of them stopped and said something to Ulrik but he kept his head down and walked on as if deep in thought. 
They came to a vast chamber, full of vats filled to the brim with oddly coloured fluid that smelled like curdled milk. Each vat held a creature, foetus-like, that lay curled and growing in its midst. Some of the creatures resembled men, others did not. At the far corner of the chamber, he could see some people, apparently asleep, being lowered into the fluid. In some ways, he was reminded of what Valerius had done to him. That memory did not please him.
There was no way they could interrogate a stranger without that being witnessed and guards being summoned. He doubted that even the limited protection that these robes seemed to give them would be of any use if that happened. 
Another fear struck him – what if someone of equal rank decided to speak with them? Then there would be little to do except make a run for it or turn at bay and fight.
Rhea walked along as if engrossed in abstract thought, her hands folded together within the sleeves of her robes as many of the other wizard apprentices were doing. He wondered if those were the ones who were less comfortable with the changes that had been wrought on their bodies. For some, the changes appeared to be a badge of pride. He wondered at the sanity of such individuals. He was not sure that he would have liked to be so altered from basic humanity. He had always preferred to keep his implants invisible.
Perhaps these people were just the most extreme example of what he himself had become. He too had chosen to be modified by fleshgrafters. In the end though, it was all the same process and Valerius had managed to ensure that he was probably even less human than the cultists.
He wondered how these people could bear the noise and the stink. The smell of chemicals in the air made him want to gag. The noise was so low that it seemed to vibrate inside his very bones. The source of the racket was the great machines that pumped fluid through all the vats and ticked away in the background, regular as a metronome.
He looked around for someone who could take them down into the dungeons or give them some clue as to where Valerius was to be found but could see no useful prospects. They should have struck earlier when there were fewer people around. Now there were too many witnesses.
They strode into another long hall. At first, he thought this place was a surgery. It was filled with benches on which people lay surrounded by what appeared to be magicians and chirurgeons. 
After a little while he realised that this was the place where the grafts were added. As he watched, a tall, red robed figure sawed off the arm of a screaming woman. She was awake and aware of what was going on. After the bleeding arteries were clamped, the surgeon grafted on an armoured limb. Its skin was made of shiny insect like armour and venom dripped from the sharp stingers that ended each finger. Once the graft was attached, the woman closed her eyes and smiled, looking strangely grateful to the being that had been torturing her.
This then was where the mutated pirates who attacked The Pride of Karnak came from, he guessed. Molok and his minions were building a formidable army using their sorcery. They were acquiring a crew of monsters for the fleet. The question was, what did he plan to do with them, once he had built them? You did not build such fleets and armies without the intention of using them. 
What did it matter? Molok would not be the first warlord with empire on his mind. He would not even be the first sorcerer with such dreams. History was full of them, and the wastelands of Urath were littered with their fallen monuments. 
Molok had found the perfect recruiting ground in Hydra; a nation who worshipped strength and he had offered to make them stronger; a city state of brutal warriors who lived by plunder and feared neither man nor god, who were prepared to ally themselves with anyone who promised them gain, and to give up anything if it would enable them to augment their power. 
Who was better placed to know this than he? He had once been one of them. He would have been one of them now if it were not for the loyalty that Valerius had forced upon him.
And yet, looking at this vast sick ward of people sacrificing limbs and souls to become something other than human, he felt no sympathy for Molok’s cause. It seemed to him that the old wild madness of Hydra was being extinguished by the clammy force of the wizard’s will. Once all of these people would have dreamed of serving themselves, now they wanted only to serve Molok. They were sacrificing their freedom to one who promised them power but who intended only to keep it for himself. 
When he looked at this surgery he felt only repulsion. There was nothing here for him. Serving Molok would mean trading only one form of slavery for another. 
As they progressed deeper into the tower, Ulrik’s sense of foreboding increased. The air seemed clotted with evil energy. He felt as if he was pushing his way forward through some invisible, amoebic entity that resisted his efforts to move. Was there some sort of strange defensive spell in place against intrusion? 
Rhea sensed it too, he could tell. She paused and turned and looked at him and then reached out with her left hand to squeeze his gently before turning away again.
“I don’t like it here,” she said. “I don’t like the way it smells. I don’t like the way it makes my fur rise. It frightens me.”
Ulrik wanted to tell her to be silent. If anyone overheard them speaking in this way, they would surely work out that they were not supposed to be here. He wanted to tell her that something in the atmosphere affected him as well and he found himself talking as much to reassure himself as to reassure her. “This is a bad place. We need to find Valerius and get out quickly. I am sure that it is going to be much worse when Molok completes his ritual.”
The cat-girl nodded. “We need to get somebody alone, lure them into a side corridor and find out where Valerius is being kept if they can tell us.”
Ulrik nodded. Now that they were actually inside the tower and he realised how vast the place was and how full of people, he was not hopeful that they would find anyone with the knowledge they required quickly but he could not see anything else for it but to proceed with the plan that they had already come up with.
“Which way? Rhea asked.
“We may as well keep on the way we are going.”
They stumbled into what Ulrik thought must be one of the central chambers of the palace. It was a mighty circular well, open to the sky and in the centre of it floated a massive gem in which a snarling demonic face was visible. From the gem, lines of fire formed an enormous spider web of light that flowed outwards to touch various runic patterns inscribed on the wall. He had seen something like this before, he realised, in the dream where Valerius confronted Molok.
 Huge amounts of magical energy were being unleashed here, flowing outwards into the walls of the palace, saturating everything with potent mystical force. He did not understand what was happening here but he knew that it could not be anything good.
Beneath the gem was a huge altar, carved from one mighty block of basalt and inscribed with glowing runes to look at which hurt the eye. Hundreds of huddled prisoners waited watched over by guards. They must have been drugged for they did not resist as one by one they were dragged to the altar by robed acolytes and sacrificed to whatever entity waited in that floating gem. 
As they died, a beam of light licked out from the gem and joined them to the web of energy. As they died, the demon fed on them and then the demon’s energy was passed on into Molok’s creation. The gem sat at the centre of a vast pattern of power. The whole chamber seemed to be part of a great enchanted circle designed for some unguessable purpose.
Rhea tugged at his sleeve. Glancing around he saw their danger. While he had brooded, robed figures had gathered around them, gliding into place until they formed a perfect circle with no way out.
“What are you doing here?” demanded a tall figure, in the most elaborate of robes. “Why are you garbed as one of the Brethren when you do not know the secret signs?”
They were surrounded by sorcerers and guards. The best they could hope for was to sell their lives dearly. Maybe he could hold them up long enough for Rhea to escape. That seemed like the only option.
“Speak. You have been observed ever since you approached the tower. What do you want here? Are you one of those fools who seek to penetrate the secrets of Lord Molok? Don’t worry. You will learn them soon enough.”
“Actually,” said Rhea, “We were looking for the dungeons. Perhaps you could direct us to them.”
“You will see them soon enough,” said the sorcerer. “The torture chambers as well. After Lord Molok decides what to do with you.”
That gave him just the slightest reason not to attack. In the dungeons they would be closer to Valerius. And he had to admit he was curious about Molok.

The guards dragged Ulrik and Rhea through the maze of corridors until they came to a massive throne room with a high vaulted ceiling. Amid the rafters small demonic presences crouched and giggled, their evil tittering echoing all around. Massive pillars of flame illuminated the chamber, reflecting hellishly in the marbled floor. Robed acolytes bowed before a distant throne, raised on a massive ebony dais. Rank upon rank of guardsmen lined the way to the steps at the foot of the throne. Hordes of supplicants filled the chamber.
The guards prodded Ulrik and Rhea forward. As they marched up all the long walkway, eyes turned to look at them with fear, envy, hatred, curiosity. It was an odd mixture. Dread began to churn in Ulrik’s stomach. He smiled then, realising the whole purpose of this vast throne room, of all the guards and all the magic was simply to intimidate anyone who entered the chamber. He was determined not to show the desired response. His smile must have been a particularly evil one, for the people who looked at him gasped in fear. 
Seeing the guards marching in, petitioners drew aside. A group of men surrounded the throne, discussing something with the massive figure lounging on it. Many of them he recognised as captains of the Hydran fleets. Others were Molok’s red and black robed acolytes. All of them had the head-bowed look of concentration of small boys being lectured to by a fearsome schoolmaster. They stepped gratefully to one side as Ulrik’s party came up to the throne area.
The guards pushed them down before the huge throne. Ulrik looked up and saw a towering figure robed all in black and red, his face hidden by a mask, his eyes blazing with demonic energy, glaring down at him. The force of that gaze hit him like a blow. It took all his willpower to meet it and not look away.
“What have we here?” The voice was cool and amused and there was a hint of mockery in it.
“It is the intruders, master,” said one of the guards. “The ones who came to Hydra with the wizard Valerius.”
“And they chose tonight of all nights to break into my home. I find that significant.” It seemed to Ulrik that those eyes burned a little brighter now and the voice held some hint of magical compulsion. “What are you doing here? Why have you sought to break into my tower? Surely you must have known that it was madness.”
Ulrik looked at the wizard and for the briefest of moments considering asking for his help removing Valerius’s grafts. A single look into those chilling eyes told him it would be useless. This was not a man who concerned himself with the problems of lesser mortals. This was not a being who helped anybody but himself. 
Ulrik spat on the floor. Rhea struggled to rise but the guards held her in place. “Such defiance! At any other time I would burn it out of you with my magic but tonight I have more important things to do. You will tell me all what I need to know and you will do it soon.”
“I don’t think so,” said Ulrik. The wizard shook his head as if in pity.
“Take them to the dungeons! Since they are so desperate to see Valerius let them spend some time with him. They can feed Jolgotha alongside him.”
“As you say, master,” said the guard. “So shall it be.”
Ulrik attempted a desperate lunge at the magician but the guards held him in place and beat him on the side of the head with their weapons until he collapsed and fell into a black pit of darkness.
The last thing he heard was Rhea shouting, “What have you done to him?”






Chapter Twenty-Two
Ulrik woke in chains. He was not alone in the cell. Valerius was there and so was Rhea. All of them were manacled hand and foot to the walls, their chains sealed with heavy rivets. His head ached from the blow that had driven him into unconsciousness. His mouth held the metallic tang of his own blood. He vaguely remembered hallucinatory dreams in which he had loped on all fours beneath the demonic sun of a strangely familiar alien sky.
“It’s nice that you attempted to rescue me.” Valerius’s tone was sardonic. The wizard had plainly seen better days. He was pale and drawn and looked like he had aged twenty years since the last time Ulrik had seen him. 
“How is she?” Ulrik asked, pointing to Rhea. The cat-girl dangled from another massive set of manacles. Her fur was bloody, her head hung at a bad angle.
“Not good. I suspect if she does not get treatment soon she will die. Our captors do not seem too concerned.”
“But you are?” Ulrik could not keep his disbelief from his voice.
“I am not the monster you think I am, Ulrik. In my own way I am fond of her. I would not have her harmed.”
“Not unless it would save your own miserable life.”
“There is that, of course. However, if that last resort does not arise, I would have her live.”
“It won’t matter much what you think unless we get out of here.”
“We need to do that. We must warn Typhon of Molok’s coming attack.”
“I’m surprised that he let you live,” Ulrik said. “He did not seem to like you much. Which is understandable I suppose.”
“That it should come to this— to have my character disparaged by a sky pirate.”
In spite of himself Ulrik laughed. Valerius did the same. The sound of his mirth was horrible coming, as it did, through mashed lips. “I fear Molok did not spare my life because he intends to show me mercy. I suspect that rather the opposite is the case if anything. This was just a little appetiser before he gets down to the main course in the future. It’s almost enough to drive one to prayer.”
“You’ll be invoking the Elder Gods in a minute.”
“I have always seen the wisdom in that ancient proverb about the Gods helping those who help themselves. It fits the empirical evidence. What happened when you broke into the citadel?”
Ulrik told him. The end of his tale was interrupted. The walls shook. The air vibrated. The sense of magical pressure in the air increased. 
“What’s going on?” Ulrik asked. "It’s like an earthquake.”
“It’s a by-product of the ritual Molok is working.”
“It sounds like our captor is planning something big,” Ulrik said. “What is he doing?”
“He binding a Demon Prince. He intends to force it to manifest within this very structure.”
“So what I saw in the dream was accurate then?”
“Yes.”
“What will that achieve?”
“It will give him access to immense power.”
“So what is his master plan?”
“He is going to attack Typhon.”
“The Hydran fleet is large but I doubt that it is any match for the Typhonian Navy.”
“Under normal circumstances I would agree with you, but these are not going to be normal circumstances. The Korverian fleet was demonstrating along the border when we left Typhon. The bulk of the home fleet has moved to shadow it.”
“So they won’t be at home when the Hydran fleet attacks.”
“Just so.”
“Why would the Korverians help pirates?”
“I suspect they think that Molok will not succeed and plan to attack once he has weakened Typhon.”
“That would make sense.”
“Surely Molok must know this as well.”
“I am sure he does. He is not planning on losing.”
“How does he plan to succeed?”
“I wish I knew. All I know is that great sorcery has been worked in this place for many days. I can feel the tides of power flowing all around me. They have saturated the very walls of this palace.”
“Well, I don’t think there is anything we can do about it.”
“We must escape and warn Typhon. If the city falls it will only be the first of many. Molok will not be satisfied until he rules the world.”
“He will just be one more wicked ruler. I seem to recall you working plenty of demonic sorcery myself. I am one recipient of it, in fact.”
“You have no idea about which you speak if you compare me to the likes of Molok.”
“From the point of view of a worm, all descending boots look the same.”
“It’s nice you have espoused philosophy so late in life, Ulrik. Every man should have an interest. However, such talk is not going to get us out of here.”
“I am not sure what will since our expert on breaking out of places is still unconscious.”
“I fear she may remain so for some time. She took quite a nasty knock on the head. Apparently she went berserk after the guards knocked you down.”
Ulrik felt a little guilty about that, but he pushed the feeling to one side. “She came under your compulsion. It was the geas that made her do it.”
“I am aware of that. I am nonetheless grateful that you came.”
The wizard sounded sincere. He looked it too. There was something woebegone in his manner that had not been there before. He was like a cocky youth who had the confidence beaten out of him. He had met someone stronger and he was not used to that feeling.
“I wish I had not come. I am not fond of chains.”
“Who is? Anyway, we must free ourselves and be gone. I do not want to be here when Molok finishes his ritual. My last encounter with his magic was not pleasant. My sanity would not survive another.”
“How is this miracle is to be achieved? Do you have a plan?”
“Yes, I do.”
“Then please share it.”
“I will once I have gathered my thoughts and what remains of my power. I fear you are not going to like it.”
“I have not enjoyed much since entering your service.”
“You are going to like this even less. I am sincerely sorry that things have come to this pass, Ulrik. There have been fleeting instants when you have been less than repulsive company. However, the situation has become so dire that I am going to have to dismiss your services and requisition those of a being more potent. In short, I regret that I am going to have to release the demon inside you.”
“No,” Ulrik shouted but it was too late. 
Needles of brilliant agony lanced through Ulrik’s skull. The hand of a dark god took hold of his heart and squeezed. Rivers of poison fire raced through his blood. His muscles spasmed. His fists clenched. Ulrik would have cursed but his tongue seemed to have become thick as his fist and he needed all the air in his lungs for screaming.
His skin felt as if it had been dipped in acid, his eyes as if they were exploding from their sockets. His skin changed colour. Veins writhed like worms eating a corpse and then burst through the surface of the flesh. They began to leak blood and something else. It shimmered with many different colours, like oil on the surface of water refracting light.
It spread across his flesh, becoming a second skin, and then thickened and hardened, acquiring a gleaming, chitinous look. His muscles swelled like cables. His mouth felt awful, the pain far more intense than the worst toothache he had ever endured. He tasted blood and something else. His teeth were lengthening and becoming sharper.
The shackles constricted terribly as they fought against the mass growing within them. His fingers blackened and his nails hardened and extended. Looking down he could see that his legs were stretching, his toes splaying and acquiring long hooked talons like those of a hunting hawk. His vision rippled as the jelly of his eyeballs was altered and distorted. The quality of the light changed and he seemed to be able to perceive patterns of heat as well as light. 
The agony of his body during the change was as nothing to the agony that began to boil through his brain as the demon awakened. His skull felt as if it was going to split. Darkness roiled across his vision. Tendrils of alien knowledge infiltrated his mind and he became aware of the presence of something alien locked within his own skull, a vortex of evil sucking him down, feasting on his memories, making them part of itself, hungrily absorbing his knowledge. It delighted in smothering his hopes. It fed on the despair that wracked him. A tidal wave of darkness erupted from the deepest well of his soul and threatened to drown out his consciousness forever.
Strange emotions and thoughts bubbled up from the depths. Don’t fight. Don’t prolong the agony. Don’t make it worse for yourself. 

For a moment, he almost relaxed, almost gave way, but then as his despair was darkest, it came to him that really he had nothing left to lose, not his body, not his mind, not even his soul. Somewhere deep within him, a spark of fury kindled. The same fighting spirit that had kept him alive in the Pit blazed up within him now. 
His fangs ground together, as the alien thing within sought to crush down this new spirit of resistance. He fought back, felt his muscles spasm, and an awful tension release. He opened his altered eyes, and glared around. He saw that he was free. He had pulled the massive chains from the pins holding them to the walls. They still dragged from his wrists. 
Valerius looked at him, his face transformed with horror. He chanted the words of a spell. For a moment, Ulrik felt compulsion close around him, but it was fragile as ancient cobwebs compared to the power of the demon. Either the wizard was too weakened to control it, or being caught in the magical vortex of Molok’s ritual strengthened the demon, or perhaps both. Or perhaps Valerius had never really been in control and this opportunity to enter the world was what the demon had wanted all along.
There was something odd, skewed about Ulrik’s vision, something wrong with the angle. Valerius seemed smaller. So did the room, and it came to the small part of Ulrik still capable of rational thought, that it was not his surroundings that had changed but himself. 
He had grown, become larger and stronger, altered as the spirit of the demon had wrought its magic on his body. Valerius looked terrified. As well he might. The wizard was responsible for this and at the very least, Ulrik would have his revenge for that. He sprang forward, claws outstretched, desperate to rend and slay the wizard.
He did not quite make it. Something pulled him up short and he realised that his legs were still held in place by their shackles. 
That could easily enough be altered. Wicked rage and wicked mirth bubbled through him, a wild, joyous anger. He had power now, enough to maim and harm and wreak havoc on all surrounding him. The anger threatened to drown out what was left of Ulrik’s sense of self, more potent even than the black despair that had preceded it. He knew the anger was just another weapon the demon within was using to destroy him. 
His sanity was fragmenting under the unequal struggle. What did it matter, whether he held on? Ultimately he was doomed and it would be pleasant to drown in this maelstrom of rage. The demon would work his revenge for him. That must be worth something to him. 
He heard a voice, pitifully small, vastly far off, shouting something. Words began to percolate through his berserk anger and his maddeningly altered perceptions. His talons scrabbled against the hard metal and began to cut through it. Too slow. He braced his enormous muscles and began to exert titanic leverage on the chain and the links holding it to the wall. It began to work its way out of the stone. 
Soon he would be free. Soon he would rend the flesh of the wizard that had dared to do this to him. Soon he would feast on warm flesh and blood.
“Fight it, Ulrik. You can control it! You can control the demon just like you controlled the elemental blade in the arena. That’s why I chose you. You have the willpower to master the thing within you.”
Lies, bellowed the voice in his head. Nothing can control me.
Did he sense doubt in that mighty voice? Was there deceit in its words? He could not tell, but somewhere in the depths of his mind a faint hope began to glimmer. Was that really the reason the wizard had chosen him? Could he master the demonic creature within himself, yoke its power to his ambitions? 
No! Roared the alien voice. 
Yes, responded Ulrik, throwing himself into the conflict once more, struggling to bind the alien presence with the coils of his will. He tried to make his fingers open to let go the chain. They refused. He made them do it anyway, slowly, an inch at a time. This body was his. It would do what he told it. He would have his way.
The demon attacked on another level. What about his life? What would happen when people saw him like this? They would want him dead. Almost that thought was his undoing. The black despair returned, redoubled. His will began to crumble. His fingers began to close on the chain once more. The demon would be free.
“You are a man, Ulrik,” shouted Valerius, his words barely audible through the roaring in Ulrik’s head. 
Images of Anna and the boys flooded into his mind, like a touchstone of his humanity, the last barrier that separated him from becoming a demon. He would not have wanted them to see him like this. He felt suddenly anchored as if he had got his feet on firmer ground, as if he had it in him to resist the demon. Its fury peaked, and then the eye of the storm had passed over him, and the demonic thing retreated back into the depths of his mind. He was himself again, although hideously transformed, and aware that somewhere within him lurked a being so awful that it must never be unleashed.
He stretched and noticed that he had altered. He had gained mass, not just from the chitinous armour but in the flesh it had enclosed as well. The play of his muscles felt odd, different, when he tried to pull himself to his full height, he stumbled, like a child learning to stand. 
He pulled the leg chains from the wall, and then pried open the links that connected them to his ankles. He left the arm chains in place. They could be used as weapons at need. He began to crawl towards Valerius, moving on all fours like an animal. With his elongated limbs and hunched misshapen body that somehow seemed more natural and easier.
He loomed over the wizard now and realised that he must be at least half again as tall as he had once been, and was much broader. He felt strong. Power pulsed within him. 
“I knew you could do it,” Valerius said, and only then did it occur to Ulrik to wonder at what the wizard had done. He had helped Ulrik retain his humanity, even though he had been instrumental in his losing it. It seemed it was all part of some subtle plan, and Ulrik did not doubt that somehow it would be one that worked to Valerius’s advantage. 
Once again, rage burned within him, and he let out an inhuman bellow so loud it made the wizard flinch. Ulrik was sick of being a tool for others. He reached out and grabbed the wizard’s head with his right hand. The span of his grip was so large now that his talons pierced flesh on either side of Valerius’s head. 
“Enough, Ulrik, I know you are in there,” said Valerius. The way he swallowed when he spoke the words showed that he was not as certain as he was trying to sound. The urge to close his fingers and drive his talons deep into the wizard’s brain blazed through Ulrik; only the fact that he was not entirely sure whether the idea was his or the demon’s kept him from doing it.
“Give me one good reason not to kill you,” Ulrik said. It was an effort to force the words out and they resonated strangely through the air, sounding completely unlike the product of a human tongue. He knew even as he spoke that his mouth was changing and that soon he would not even be able to speak.
“I helped you to stay in control. I helped you remain human.”
“You call this human?” Ulrik was certain that he bore not the slightest resemblance to anything mortal. It was getting harder by the heartbeat to form words.
“Inside you are a man. I know how to get you out.” Blind rage urged Ulrik to kill. Once more the wizard was trying to bind him, to chain him to service. Once more he would be nothing but a lackey, a slave. Again, only the fact that he did not know whether these thoughts came from the demon or himself stopped Ulrik acting on the impulse. “I can reverse this process.”
“How?” It was almost all he could do to force that one word out. His tongue felt as if it was made out of metal. His lips were non-existent. 
“There is a spell, it takes time and I must be free but I swear to you that if we get out of here I can reverse the change. I give you my word.”
“No more slavery.” Ulrik wondered if the wizard understood him. His words were so slurred as to be almost unrecognisable to his own hearing. Valerius nodded his agreement.
“But first we must get out of here, and that’s not going to be easy.”
Ulrik ripped the wizard’s chains from the wall and then prised open the links. At first Valerius seemed to have trouble standing but after the third attempt he managed to stay on his feet. 
“What now?” Ulrik asked.
“Rhea,” he said. “She comes with us.”
The cat-girl would only slow them down, but Ulrik agreed. He was not going to leave her here. He pried her from her chains and lifted her gently. Valerius indicated that he should set her down in front of him. After a few moments, the wizard passed his hands over her and uttered a spell. Her eyes fluttered open.
“We found you,” she said softly. 
“It was clever plan, letting yourself get captured like that,” said Valerius. 
She looked up at Ulrik and her eyes widened.
“What is that?” she asked.
“Ulrik,” Valerius said. “I had to unleash the demon in him. I will bring him back once we are free.”
“You are an evil man, master,” said Rhea.
“I don’t think now is a very good time to be passing judgement on my morals. You can save that until after we are free. Can you walk?”
Rhea pulled herself to her feet, swaying unsteadily. She lacked her usual grace but at least she could walk.
“Good,” said Valerius. “Help support me. I find I am somewhat weakened.”
“Now what?” Ulrik asked in his grating, inhuman voice, his words mangled by the misshapen nature of his new mouth. The effort to talk was painful now.
“Now you open the door and we find a way out of here. We need to contact Typhon.”
“How are we going to do that? Magic?” Rhea asked.
“No. Molok stripped me of adjuncts and the torture has sapped most of my strength. My powers are limited. Unleashing the demon was about all I could manage and that was almost fatal. We will need to steal a ship and get away.”
“How will we find the way out?”
Valerius smiled wickedly. “It should be simple enough. We find one of Molok’s servants and ask them. I am sure we can persuade them to give us all the aid we require.”
“Ulrik and I tried that on the way in,” said Rhea. “It did not exactly work for us.”
Ulrik loped over to the door, moving much faster than he could have moving upright, and tried the handle. The door was locked with something at once mechanical and magical. He heard something and caught a new scent. He raised one clawed hand to indicate to the others that they should be silent and strained his every sense, listening.
Marching feet came ever closer and he suddenly grasped what was happening. 
“Get the prisoners out of the cell,” said a commanding voice just outside the door. “It’s time for them to be sacrificed.”






Chapter Twenty-Three
Ulrik motioned to Rhea and Valerius to stand on either side of the door and then, using his claws, he climbed above the lintel. There was a rattle of a key in the lock and the door swung open. He heard someone curse, as they looked at the manacles on the walls and saw nothing.
“The prisoners have escaped!” A soldier said. 
The commanding voice said, “That’s impossible.”
“Valerius was a wizard. Who would’ve thought he was so powerful?”
Ulrik held his position above the door and waited. Killing lust flooded into his mind. He was all too aware that the demon was still buried deeply in his consciousness. He flexed a talon, feeling a terrible urge to bury it into flesh.
Guards entered the room. A sorcerer in the red and black robes of Molok’s acolytes followed them. One of the soldiers gave a shout of triumph as he spotted the wizard and the cat-girl. 
Ulrik leapt.
The first swipe of his mighty claws decapitated the wizard. He tore off the arm of a guard with another blow and then rampaged through the body of jailers like an unleashed desert storm. Protective amulets were useless against his demonic strength. Men were too slow to parry his blows. In a matter of seconds he killed half a dozen and had to fight down the urge to bury his head into the chest of a corpse and begin to feed.
Ulrik loped along appalled and exhilarated by the sense of power his new physique gave him. Moving along on all fours felt somehow natural, and he realised that to the demonic thing that had been implanted in him, it was. He needed to be on guard against that or he could easily become submerged in the alien consciousness that threatened to bubble up from the bottom of his mind. 
He pulled himself erect, towering over the reeling forms of Valerius and Rhea and looked down the long corridor towards more horrified guards. He took a few steps, staggering like a drunk man, and gave up the experiment, allowing himself to go back down onto all fours. Now was not the time for trying new things when they needed every ounce of speed to escape. 
He bounded forward, piling into the surprised guards before they could react. Blood spattered the walls as his huge claws ripped through Molok’s men. No sooner had the torn gobbets hit the ground than he was moving on. 
“You should have kept one alive,” said Valerius. The wizard looked pale. “I could have asked him the way out.”
Ulrik wanted to say something but his mouth could not make the words only hideous bubbling sounds. Instead, he bent down, dipped one claw in blood and wrote on the wall: they have not raised the alarm yet.
“Very clever,” said Valerius, “If more than a little disgusting. I’ve read ancient tomes scribed in human blood, but I’ve never heard of anyone using it to make notes.”
Ulrik roared his frustration.
“All right, all right, I appreciate your efforts. Next time, don’t kill all the guards. Leave one for me. I can interrogate him.”
“There are thousands of guards,” said Rhea.
“We only need one.”
Ulrik roared again. His cries echoed through the corridors. In the distance he heard men shouting. Their opened cell had been discovered by more soldiers. He sniffed the air. His nostrils had never been this keen before. He could smell hundreds of men all around. He might be able to kill them all but they would get the wizard and the girl. There was something warm about their scent, something that suggested food and something more. A vagrant current of air carried a stench from below them. 
He scooped Valerius and Rhea up and ran towards it. The vaguest inkling of a plan formed in his mind. The way led downwards, the corridor became narrower and narrower. The smell grew more intense as they went down.
“What are you doing? Where are you going?” the wizard asked. Ulrik’s only response was a roar. He wished he had not made it, since his keen ears picked up the shouts of the guards who had heard it.
The corridor was dark and narrow. The air stank even more. Ulrik moved through sewage up to his knees. He was moving along a sloping trench of the stuff now.
“Excellent, you have discovered the sewers. What are you planning on doing now?” Valerius asked.
“He’s finding a way out for us,” Rhea said.
Ulrik took great pleasure in dropping the wizard into the sewage and putting her gently down. He moved forward and found bars blocking their access to the main sewers of the city. He grasped them in his claws and heaved. They would have resisted the efforts of a dozen men with crowbars, but gave way before his demonic muscles.
As soon as he broke the bars, Ulrik sensed something in the air. Valerius rose sputtering to the surface. Rhea wrinkled her nose. 
“I have endured many torments in the past few days but that was the worst. By the way, you have set off an alarm spell. Those bars were warded to let Molok know if any intruders came this way.
What did the wizard expect? He was taking the only way open to them. 
“You’ve let them know which way we went,” said Valerius. 
Ulrik bounded through the gap in the bars into the ancient sewer system. Behind them, he could see ever-burning lanterns coming closer. It was only then that he realised that he was navigating his way through darkness so black that his human eyes could not have seen anything. There were some advantages to his present monstrous form. He only hoped that he was not stuck in it forever. If he was…
He fought down the urge to snap the wizard’s neck. There would be time enough for that later, if his spells failed. Or would there, part of him whispered? The wizard was clever. He might find a way to wriggle out of his promise. It would be better to kill him now. Ulrik forced himself to ignore the demonic voice. It seemed to be getting stronger.
The ground shivered. The ancient tunnel walls quaked and for a moment Ulrik feared they were going to be buried alive.
“What was that?” Rhea asked.
“I think Molok’s summoning is almost complete,” Valerius said. “We would be wise to be out of here before he reaches the grand finale.”

From all around came the sound of slowly moving water. Floating excrement filled the sewers. Ulrik moved carefully through the darkened tunnels. It was like being trapped in a huge maze -- the corridor seemed endless and he could not for the life of him find a way out. He wondered if they were going to wander around down here until they starved. The wriggling of Valerius beneath his arm reminded him that at least he had food. He pushed that thought back down into the darkness from which it had come. It looked like the demon’s influence was going to become greater the longer he remained in this form. 
They seemed to have left their pursuers a long way behind. Ulrik could move very quickly in this form and could see in the dark. The men chasing them were slower and needed to be careful in case a monster sprang on them from the dark. It was an odd thought to Ulrik that he was that monster.
Then again, maybe not -- he had always been a predator to his fellow man, ever since he became a sky pirate. In some ways his new shape merely reflected that reality. 
He sniffed the air. There were so many different conflicting scents that he was almost overwhelmed. He could smell the remnants of hundreds of different types of food and decaying garbage. 
Ulsios skittered around in the darkness. There were other things. It came to him that their pursuers were not the only men down here. He recalled tales of Guilds that made a living by seeking things in the sewers. He also recalled tales of thieves who used them to move around beneath the city. Perhaps there was their way out. He sniffed once more and headed towards the closest human scent.
“What are you doing?” asked Valerius. He sounded worried. “Where are you going?”
“I think he’s still trying to find a way out for us,” said Rhea. She did not sound entirely convinced by her own words, and Ulrik guessed she was frightened by the very sight of him.
Ulrik growled to remind the wizard that he could not speak his language anymore and hoping to frighten him into silence. Valerius took the hint and kept quiet. Rhea moved silent as a shadow behind him. Ulrik was glad. He didn’t want any noise to give away their approach. There was something about that that seemed very natural to him. It was the reaction of a predator closing with its prey.
Visible in the distance was a dim light. Valerius tapped a finger against his carapace very lightly and Ulrik assumed that this was to let him know that he had spotted it too.
A ledge ran alongside the sewage channel. Ulrik lifted Valerius and Rhea up onto it and then sprang up himself. He placed a hand against the wizard’s chest to let him know that he should stay there and then moved forward to investigate the source of the light. He gestured for Rhea to stay too and she nodded to show her understanding.
Ulrik moved closer to the source of the light, stalking through the gloom with a stealth that was inhuman, that belonged to a creature adapted for hunting prey in the dark. He stopped just outside the circle of illumination created by a group of hovering glowglobes and studied the figures within it. 
An old man and a young girl sifted through the sewage channel with a net attached to a pole. The old man wielded it while the young girl held a lantern and a sack into which the old man sometimes placed the objects he had found. Both figures were dressed in rags that enclosed their entire bodies, leaving only their eyes visible. There was nothing threatening about them. Ulrik pushed Valerius and Rhea into the light of the hovering lanterns. The glowglobes moved back from the newcomers as if frightened of them. Ulrik held back into the shadows himself, not wanting to scare the pair with his appearance.
“What have we here?” The old man asked.
“We seem to be lost,” said Valerius. “I would be very grateful if you could direct us to the nearest exit.”
The strangers stared at him as if he was a ghost that had just emerged from the darkness. “How did you get down here and what is that in the shadows behind you.”
“It’s a very long story and I don’t have time to explain,” said Valerius. “You won’t find me ungrateful if you aid me.”
“We don’t see many strangers down here,” said the old man. “Not many at all.”
“I find that surprising,” said Valerius. “Given the loveliness of your surroundings.”
The old man laughed and Ulrik guessed that some of the old hypnotic magic was still there although he could no longer hear it. It was as if his altered hearing granted him immunity to the spell inherent in the wizard’s voice.
“You still haven’t answered my question?” said the old man.
“I will be honest with you,” said Valerius. “We are being pursued by enemies. I thought to elude them here in the sewers but they seem quite determined to recapture us.”
“And who’s your friend? And why doesn’t he show himself?”
“Believe me, you really don’t want to see him. He’s not quite human.”
“You sometimes see things like that,” said the girl. “People say they escape from the wizard’s dungeons and lurk down here. They say they eat people. I know that sometimes folk we know disappear and are never seen again.”
“Hush, daughter,” said the old man. “There’s reasons enough for folk to disappear down here without saying there’s monsters. Anyone can have an accident.”
Valerius nodded and said, “Will you show us the way out? I’m afraid I have nothing to offer you except my gratitude but if you will leave me your names, I will see to it that you’re rewarded for your help.”
“He sounds wealthy,” said the girl.
“There’s more going on here than meets the eye, daughter,” said the old man. “I’d like to know what we’re getting ourselves into. Things have an odd feel, and I don’t like the way walls are shivering. Did you have anything to do with that, stranger?
This had gone on quite long enough, thought Ulrik, and stepped into the light. The old man screamed. The girl gasped. He realised then the full extent of the horror that he evoked in human beings. The couple’s reaction did not bode well for his future dealings with humanity unless the wizard could find some way of changing him back.
“It’s okay,” said Valerius. “He won’t harm you. Not unless I tell him to and I’m not going to do that unless...”
He let the threat hang in the air. The old man looked at him nervously.
“You’re a wizard,” he said. “I can tell that now.”
“That’s very perceptive of you,” said Valerius. “Now I believe that you were just about to show me the way out of here.”
“If you need a sacrifice for your demon take me, not my daughter.”
“The only sacrifice I require of you is that of your time.”
The old man looked nervous. Ulrik let out a low growl.
“My companion is getting impatient… or perhaps hungry,” said Valerius. “I suggest you show us the way out while you still can.”
“Of course,” said the old man. “Just spare my daughter.”
He turned and led the way through the sewers, constantly looking back over his shoulder. The girl followed him, sometimes touching his back reassuringly. Their lanterns followed in their wake, a group of faithful will o’ the wisps. Valerius let out a long sigh. Rhea kept a careful watch on them, ready to spring if they tried to escape. The earth shuddered again, the tremor stronger this time. Ulrik was worried. He had never heard of an earthquake in Hydra. It seemed like Molok was about to unleash some terrible primeval force.
“It looks like we’re going to get out of here,” Valerius said, as they made their way through the underground labyrinth. 
And then what, Ulrik wondered? He fought hard against the fear that the tunnels were about to collapse and bury them in this terrible place forever. 
The old man led them into an area so run down and so large that it looked like a cave. A forest of pillars supported the ceiling. Ancient murals, now little more than blotches of mould on paint covered the walls. From up ahead came the smell of purer water. Ulrik realised that they must be close to the caldera lake. A few moments later they emerged onto an old stone jetty. The night sky glowed strangely above them.
The old man said, “Just go up the jetty stairs. From there it’s an easy enough walk up into the city, although what you and your demon are going to do there, I don’t know.”
“What is your name, old man,” Valerius asked. “If I win free of my enemies I would see you rewarded.”
“If you’ll forgive me, under the circumstances I would rather not give my name to a wizard who can summon a thing like that.”
“Well, then, there is nothing more for me to do than thank you for your aid and bid you farewell.”
“We can go?” the old man asked. He backed towards the sewer entrance.
“You can but I would not go back into the tunnels now. They may collapse at any moment.” It was only then hearing the nervousness in his voice that Ulrik realised that Valerius had been even more afraid than he was. His respect for the wizard’s courage increased.
“We don’t have any other place to go,” said the girl.
“If you value your lives, don’t go back in there,” said Valerius. “You will be buried alive. Molok works terrible sorcery this night. You have helped us and I would do you a favour in return. Take my advice and leave now.”
“I think we will do that,” said the old man, taking the stairs that led away from the jetty. 
“Of course,” said Valerius to his retreating back. “I should warn you that there are men looking for us, and if you mention the fact that you helped us, it might not go so well for you.”
“I will say nothing. I do not wish your vengeance visited on me.” He beckoned for the girl to follow him.
“It’s not me you have to worry about. The men looking for us would be unhappy to think you aided us. Best avoid the sewers for the next few days.”
“I will be sure to take your advice.”
Not quite able to believe their luck, the couple scuttled back out, leaving the three of them alone once more.
“I can’t believe we’ve made it this far,” said the wizard. “Well only another thousand or so leagues to go and we’re back in Typhon.”
Ulrik wished he shared Valerius’s optimism.
Rhea plunged in and began to clean herself furiously. By the light of the ring, Ulrik could see exactly what a sorry sight, Valerius was. His clothes were caked in filth and his hair matted. He was unrecognisable as the dandy Ulrik had first met in Typhon what seemed an age ago. Ulrik picked him up, despite his struggles and lowered him into the water. 
“An admirable idea,” he spluttered as he emerged. “I am sure a similar bath would do you nothing but good.”
Ulrik leaned over and caught sight of his monstrous reflection in the water. Caught and distorted by the ripples it looked even worse than he had feared. There was nothing left of the man he had once been. He wondered if there was any way he could ever be returned to his original shape or whether he should simply kill Valerius now and head back into the sewers. The most horrific part of it was that it was only the thought that the impulse to do so might have come from the demon that kept him from snapping the wizard’s neck. While there was still hope, he would not do so, he vowed to himself.
Valerius stood shivering in the moonlight. “I shall die of a chill,” he muttered. “Unless I get some warm clothing.”
That should be easily enough arranged, thought Ulrik. All he had to do was go and take some from a passing skysailor. Of course, he would be a visible monster in a city of heavily armed men. It was not the most promising of situations. Still the wizard was right about one thing. They had managed to get further than he had hoped back when they were prisoners in the tower. Of course, he had lost what little was left of his humanity while doing so. 
He put a claw on Valerius shoulder and then scratched out a message on the stone.
What now?
“We find some clothing and we steal a ship.”
Ulrik tried to nod but found he could only do so by bowing his whole body forward. They left the quay, and headed up into the warehouses surrounding the caldera. 
The sky above them glowed with a supernatural light. The ground shivered around them. Ripples disturbed the surface of the caldera lake as if some mighty monster was about to emerge.






Chapter Twenty-Four
Overhead Ulrik could see the running lights of airships. They seemed as far away as stars, mocking him. They needed to get aboard one of those ships but he could not think of any way of doing so. Not looking as he did now. The storm that had afflicted the city earlier had died away, leaving an awful stillness and a night that crackled with suppressed tension. The glow from the clouds was fading as if Molok’s citadel had consumed all of their energy. To Ulrik’s demonic senses it was obvious that something terrible was going to happen. Molok’s habitation glowed in his sight. It felt like all that assembled power was soon going to be unleashed. He did not want to be here when that happened. 
“Now, let us see what we can do about you, Ulrik,” Valerius said. He closed his eyes and muttered words in an ancient tongue. They emerged from his mouth as if they were carved from light and seemed to float in the air around his head. 
Nightmarish pain flooded through Ulrik’s body. His blood was on fire and his bones were cracking. He closed his eyes and clutched at his armoured head with his claws. The chitin beneath his grasp shifted and changed. There was an odd smell in the air and his feet felt wet and soft. The air tasted different, flatter and with less scents.
When he opened his eyes again Valerius and Rhea seemed larger and the world was a lot dimmer. He felt as if he had suddenly gone blind, as if he had lost nine parts out of ten of his ability to perceive things. He looked at his hands and they were different, unfamiliar. They were not the claws he had once possessed but neither were they the hands that he once remembered. They seemed more leathery and the nails were thicker, like talons.
“What did you do?” Ulrik asked.
His tongue felt thick and he had to force the words out but at least they came, at least he could talk again, at least he was no longer imprisoned within the armoured flesh of a demon.
“I invoked a banishing spell, imprisoning the demon again. I was not entirely sure it would work but it seemed preferable to having you terrorising the city in the shape you were in.”
Rhea nodded but she looked nauseous, as if she did not like what she saw when she looked at Ulrik at all.
Ulrik felt weak. His legs were rubbery and threatened to give way beneath him. He had not felt this bad since he’d had breakbone fever as a child. The transformation had taken a lot out of him. He was very hungry and very thirsty and also, he realised, naked and unarmed in the middle of the most dangerous city in the world.
“But you can bring it back anytime you want, can’t you?” He needed to have that question answered.
“I’m afraid I can and I’m afraid I might have to.”
“I would appreciate it if you didn’t.”
“We may not have any choice but I will do my best. The more time you spend in that form, the more likely it is that the demon will take control of you and you will be unable to return to humanity or to keep your sanity.”
“I really do not like what you have done to me.”
“I wouldn’t like it myself. If it’s any consolation, what I did to you probably saved all our lives.”
“My life would not have been in any danger if I had not been compelled to come and rescue you.”
“How swiftly they forget. You might well have been dead fighting in the arena if I had not taken you from there.”
“At least I would have died human.”
“There are some people who would debate that. But this is getting us nowhere. We need to get out of here now. What we need is a personal flyer,” said Valerius.
 “There must be some near the docks,” said Rhea “All we need to do is find one and get it started.”
 “Then we shall head to Typhon,” said Valerius.
“What about supplies? What about water?” Rhea asked.
“There is water here. The important thing is that we get out of here now. We need to warn my people about the attack.”
Ulrik wondered if Valerius had any idea what he was getting himself into. A long trip over the wastelands in a small flyer would be a nightmare. Of course, a small flyer was the only thing that they could manage between them.
“Do you think we can steal such a ship?”
“We’re just going to have to be able to do it. We don’t have any other choice. It’s death to remain here. And Rhea has some expertise in these matters.”
“Then what do you suggest we do, Rhea? None of us are armed or in any shape to fight and we are all somewhat conspicuous, me in particular due to the fact that I am naked.”
“One thing at a time. First we need to get some clothes and some weapons. Then we’ll think about what to do next.”
“Ever the practical one, eh?”
“We’ve got this far,” said Valerius. “Let’s not give up now. We’ve already done the difficult bit breaking out of Molok’s dungeons.”
“None of us is exactly equipped to be performing acts of highway robbery,” said Ulrik.
“If only you were so good at suggesting ways to overcoming obstacles as you were to finding them, you would be of considerably more help,” said Valerius.
“I was just saying that it is very difficult for two unarmed men and a sick cat-girl to rob armed men.”
“Ah, your superior experience as a pirate starts to show through. I would never have thought of that.”
Another tremor rocked the ground. Lights flickered in the sky overhead. It seemed like a good time to be moving on.
Without coming to any agreement, they began to move off the quay and into the streets. All around them massive warehouses loomed. 
“We could always beg for money,” Ulrik said. “Men just off an airship are usually quite generous.”
“I think I preferred you as a demon. Your conversation was better,” said Valerius.
Two large, drunken men staggered towards them. Valerius walked up to the nearest. The man drew his painwand. Behind him, his partner produced a blade.
“Rough part of the city,” said the first drunk. Ulrik was not sure whether it was a threat or a conversational gambit.
“Give me that,” said Valerius. The subtle hypnotics were back in his voice. It seemed he had not entirely lost his gifts under torture. The man reached out with his weapon held butt first and was about to hand it over when the second drunk said, “What are you doing?”
Ulrik leaped forward and snatching the weapon out of the man’s hand, activating it and jabbing it into his ribs. The man crumpled into a heap and Ulrik threw the painwand into the face of his partner. The man ducked but as he did so, Ulrik sprang on him, and smashed him in the face with his fist. The man went down as if poleaxed.
Quickly Ulrik stripped him of his clothing and put it on himself, strapping on the man’s sword belt and sheathing the painwand beside his blade.
“Now then that wasn’t so difficult, was it?” said Valerius. Ulrik felt like punching him. “We’d better find a ship now.”
Ulrik kept searching through the men’s belongings until he found some money and he stowed that away on his belt as well. After he completed this, he dragged the men into the shadows of the doorway.
“Where’s the nearest place we’re likely to be able to find a small flyer?” Valerius asked.
“The rooftop of any residential building, but the trick will be to get there, because they are usually guarded and quite difficult to get into.”
“I doubt that will prove an insuperable obstacle to folk of our talents,” said Valerius. “Look at what we’ve achieved together so far.”
The wizard could not keep the irony from dripping into his voice. Ulrik gave him a sour smile and said, “After that we’ve only got to negotiate a thousand leagues of trackless desert, how difficult can that be?”
“My thoughts precisely,” the wizard said. Ulrik wondered if Valerius had gone mad back in the dungeons after all.
They strode on up the street. Ulrik felt a little better now that he was armed and dressed. He did not feel quite so vulnerable which he told himself was stupid considering that awful sorcery would soon be unleashed over the city. “How did you come up with that cunning plan of asking the man to hand over his weapon?” 
“I thought my magic might still work and it probably would have if his companion had not interrupted my spell.”
“I suppose you did provide me with a distraction that was useful. Maybe you’ll be able to do that again.”
“And maybe if you handle yourself as well, I won’t have to transform you into a demon.” Ulrik shut his mouth with a snap. Valerius did not need magic to make the threat implicit in his voice. He realised that still he was just a resource to the wizard, one that it was merely convenient to have in his current shape, but which might soon be more useful in a more monstrous form.
“Up there on that roof,” said Rhea. “There’s a tethered ship.”
“Good,” said Valerius. “Now all we need is someone to go and get it. I wonder who that should be?”


Ulrik felt the stonework begin to crumble under his fingers and cursed. He would not be able to survive a fall from this height without a broken back or limbs. There had definitely been some advantages to his demonic form. He pushed that thought aside, strongly suspecting that it had come from the thing that still lurked in the deepest, darkest corners of his mind. He knew it was affecting him. He felt smaller, weaker, more exposed now than he had done when he was a monster. Then he would have been able to scramble up the side of this building in heartbeats. Now he had to spend long minutes struggling just to make the smallest of progress. 
He adjusted his grip and pulled himself a bit further. His feet found toeholds in the unmortared blocks of the wall. His hands grew sure again. Eventually he managed to pull himself over the parapet on the top of the roof and lay flopping on the stonework. The airship was there. Now all he had to do was start her up. Keeping as much to the shadows as he could, he made his way forward to the side of the ship. It was what he had expected, a small four person flyer, used to carry crew to and from their ships and around the city. 
He inspected the controls. They were easy enough to understand and he did not doubt that he would be able to handle the ship, if - no, when - he got it airborne. He took the pommel of his sword and began to prise open the links of the mooring chain. The seconds dragged as he worked at the task, and he found himself wishing for the strength of the demon. Then he would simply have torn the ship from its moorings. The wiser part of him asked how he would fly it then. 
The mooring chains came free. He inserted the edge of his blade under the cowling of the ship and twisted, opening it and allowing himself access to the controls. Now he had to hope that the owner had left the elemental stone in place. More cautious ones would take it with them, but many people forgot, trusting to the chains and the guards to keep their vehicles safe.
He reached forward, mouth dry and touched the control levers. Almost at once he sensed the presence of an elemental. It appeared he was in luck. He ordered it to feed power to the liftkeel and slowly the little craft floated upward. Once it had achieved buoyancy he pushed it forward towards the edge of the roof and sprang aboard. He cut the power a little and let the ship drift downwards. 
Valerius and Rhea came running forward and sprang aboard. Ulrik brought the ships engines to life and took it gradually into the air. Once they were well skyward, he brought the engines up to full power and sent them roaring through the sky over the city. The streets were a glowing rune below them, whose meaning he could not puzzle out. The stars spelled out strange messages overhead. Valerius laughed loud and long and shook his fist at the sky.
Ulrik understood his feeling of triumph. They were one step closer to making their escape. On a vessel like this, assuming they were not forced down by storm or demonic swarm, they could reach Typhon within a few days. 
“Check and see if there is anything we can store water in,” he told Valerius. “We are going to need some in case anything goes wrong in the Wastes.”
Valerius rummaged around behind him, and eventually produced a bucket and some empty wine bottles. “We’ll fill them in the caldera and drink as much as we can. These will have to do.”
Rhea gasped. Valerius looked at the sky over Molok’s citadel. Following his gaze Ulrik turned to see what dreadful thing was happening.






Chapter Twenty-Five
Thunder rumbled somewhere in the distance. Lightning flashed. The earth shook beneath their feet. Cracks appeared in the walls of a nearby building. From all around came screams and shouts of terror.
A glow surrounded Molok's citadel. The air seethed with unleashed magical energy. Overhead, the clouds swirled once more agitated by potent magic.
"What is going on?" Rhea asked. "What is happening?"
"Our friend Molok has completed his spell,” said Valerius. 
The ground shook as if the ancient volcano beneath the caldera had sprung to life once again. The buildings surrounding them shivered. Tiles slid from the roofs. Structures began to collapse. 
“I think something has gone wrong with the spell,” said Ulrik. The citadel was at the epicentre of the quake, if that’s what it was. Had the wizard overreached himself? Had his magic gone disastrously wrong? 
“I think things are happening exactly as he planned,” Valerius said.
“What do you mean?” Ulrik asked.
“Watch and see. It will happen soon. You’re about to witness the greatest feat of magic of this age of the world. In a way, I am glad that we are here to see this.” The awe in his voice gave Ulrik pause for thought. And there was something else there too, a strange note that it took him some time to recognise as fear. 
What was happening that could frighten a man as practised in the dark arts as Valerius, he wondered. In a few heartbeats, he got his answer.
A swirling aura of multi-coloured lights surrounded Molok’s citadel. It glowed brighter than the moons in the sky, its infernal radiance lighting the entire city. 
“By the gods,” Rhea muttered. “Look at that!”
The aura surrounding the citadel took the ectoplasmic shape of a towering demonic figure. It reached out as if it intended to level the nearest tower but then lines of fire reined it in and it was sucked back into the structure from which it had emerged. The citadel trembled as if the shock of the earthquake was finally having some effect. Ulrik expected to see the fortress collapse at any moment.
Instead it shook itself free from the earth and began to lift up into the sky. It rose, a vast floating island, an indestructible warship, the largest man-made structure ever to take to the skies of Urath. Glowing stones tumbled from the bottom of the citadel to impact on the ground below, a deadly meteor swarm spraying the surrounding earth. Ulrik expected the citadel to fall apart under the strain of moving its enormous bulk. He watched in wonder, waiting for it to tumble to the earth, gripped by gravity and torn from the sky for its presumption. Nothing of the sort happened. The enormous floating island hovered in the sky, glowing like a new moon.
All around them, people crowded onto roofs, staring in wonder at the apparition, ignoring the danger of the building collapsing beneath them. Like Ulrik, they looked upon a dark wonder, a miracle wrought by demons, a thing of awe and terror.
“I would not have believed such a thing was possible that I had not seen it with my own eyes,” said Valerius. “If that citadel is equipped for war then it is worth a fleet on its own.”
All around it, ships gathered, swarming in shoals. Enormous squadrons formed up around it and Ulrik realised that they were looking upon an expected event, part of a greater overall plan. The huge formation gathered itself and then swept off towards the horizon. Ulrik knew without having to check the stars that it was heading in the direction of Typhon.
“Come on,” said Valerius. “We’d best be going.”

Ulrik pointed the prow of the airship at the distant horizon and opened the throttle to the maximum. The little flyer leapt forward. The wind surged past its needle-nosed prow. For the first time in many days, he felt something like pure joy. There was nothing to be compared to being in charge of an airship at top speed. Hydra vanished into the night behind them. The moons raced through the sky overhead. 
“I think we might make it in time,” said Valerius.
Rhea wrinkled her nose and looked at the little airboat. Ulrik knew what she meant. It was old and slow and battered. The engines looked all but done in and he could tell that the elemental driving them was ageing and tired. 
“The Hydran fleet has a head start and this is not the fastest of ships. Pray that nothing goes wrong with the engines before we reach Typhon,” Ulrik said.
“I will indeed. And if we make it in time I will see that you are amply rewarded.”
Ulrik studied the hands resting on the controls. They were at once familiar and strange. They had the outline of his own hands but the skin was thick and each finger ended in a small talon-like nail. A dark web was visibly embedded in his flesh. He reached up and touched his face. He could feel ridges there as well, like the scar-tattoos of Uruk tribesmen. He knew that he must look hideous. He had never been a handsome man but at least he had looked human. 
“The only reward I require is that you lift this curse from me.”
Valerius’s silence was eloquent testimony to how likely he was to be able to grant that boon. Another thought sidled into Ulrik’s mind. He had no reason to love the Typhonians and every reason to want to see their city plundered. He could throw Valerius over the side and doom the city to being attacked without warning. His own life would be forfeit but he was starting to suspect that it would be whatever happened. At least this way, he could take revenge on Valerius and his ilk before he went. 
Or he could simply not run this flyer as fast it could go, or navigate as well as he could. That would be enough to ensure that they arrived too late. 
His fists tightened on the control rods. If he did that he would most likely lose his last chance at humanity. And that was what the demon within him wanted. And there was more at stake than that. In his heart of hearts, Ulrik did not really care about what happened to the people of Typhon.
But if the attack succeeded Molok would add another city to his growing empire, and much as he disliked Valerius he liked Molok even less. He had seen what the mad wizard had done in Hydra and he did not like the idea of a world under his control. Hydra had once been Ulrik’s city but it was no longer and Molok was responsible for that. He had changed it from a place of wild freedom into something else, a place where men and women were enslaved even if they did not quite know it yet. 
He did not like where Molok’s plan would eventually lead, a hell world of Chaos, under the heel of demons. He had personal experience now of what that could mean, and it was not something he would wish on his worst enemies. 
In the face of that prospect, he found he could even side with Valerius. Molok needed to be stopped, and at that moment, they were the best placed to thwart his plans. Under the circumstances he did not really have much choice. He leaned forward on the control lever and urged the elemental to greater speed. The rotor’s whine increased. The little craft seemed to pick up speed. 
He set his course by the stars and tried to coax every extra atom of speed from the elemental engines. The night sky became a blur. The shadow of the flyer scudded over the dunes. 


As the wastelands flowed passed below them, Ulrik felt the elemental straining within its housing. The creature was tiring, energy draining away too fast. He knew why too. The rotors were making a strange noise and occasionally he smelled the distinctive aroma of overheating lubricant.
“What is wrong? Why can’t we go any faster,” Valerius asked.
“There is something wrong with the engine,” Ulrik replied. 
“We need to get to Typhon before the Hydran fleet. At this rate the city will be conquered and we won’t be there until the Conjunction of New Moons.”
“Maybe there was a reason why this ship was so easy to steal,” said Rhea. “Maybe nobody wanted it anyway.”
“It might have been more useful if you had pointed that out at the time,” said Valerius.
“You think it was easy stealing this ship,” said Ulrik. “I didn’t notice you scaling the side of a building in an earthquake while a Demon God manifested himself over your head.”
Ulrik studied the horizon. The huge bulk of Molok’s floating citadel was only just visible, like a great thundercloud. It was dwarfed everything in the surrounding fleet, as a cathedral would dwarf a collection of wastelander hovels.
“You’ve got to do something,” said Valerius. “We can’t let them escape.”
“Is that what they are doing?” Ulrik asked. “Are we letting them go?”
“You know what I mean.”
“I need to set this ship down and take a look at the engine.”
“We’ll lose even more time.”
“One thing is for certain. We’ll never get to Typhon unless something is done about the engine. And we don’t have enough food and water for a long stay in the desert either. This is no lifeboat.”
Valerius turned away and stared at the horizon. His shoulders were pulled back and his back was unnaturally straight. He let out a long sigh. “You’re right. Take her down.”
Ulrik began looking for a clear space in the wastelands to set the little airship down on its runners. He felt angry himself. He understood Valerius’s frustration. It was not a good thing to be caught in this unequal race with the fate of the city depending on this one small and unreliable ship. And it looked like whatever the outcome he would take the blame for it.
He realised exactly how much his allegiances had changed in the past few days. The fleet up ahead belonged to what he considered his home city. It was en route to a great victory over the people who had long been Hydra’s greatest enemies. And here he was worrying that he might not be able to stop it. Life has certainly changed, he thought, picking a patch of open cobalt sand and pointing the nose of the little airship towards it. The elemental grumbled in protest as he forced it to greater efforts.
“Here we go again,” said Valerius as the wastelands rose to meet them.


Ulrik wiped away the sweat from his forehead and he bolted the rotor casing back into place. The sun beat down relentlessly and he was all too aware of its power at this time of day. He cast an envious eye over at Valerius and Rhea huddled in the shadow of a massive boulder. They looked cool, if not relaxed. They were starting to recover from their ordeal in Molok’s citadel.
“How is it coming?” Valerius shouted. Despite his appearance the strain was evident in his voice.
“I’ve done all I could,” said Ulrik. “I’ve cleaned and lubricated the engine block and made sure the connections between the elemental housing and the rotor drive are tight. I’ve snapped the overload circuits as well. We won’t have any safety margin but we should be able to get more speed from the engine. Now you’re going to have to help me strip the fuselage.”
“What?” 
“We need to get rid of every bit of excess weight. It’s the only way to get a reasonable speed out of this pile of scrap.”
“What are you going to dump?”
“Everything that’s not needed to keep this junkheap in the sky. Every bit of excess weight. The seats, the decorative trim, the rear faring covers.”
Grumbling Valerius rose and made his way towards the ship. Rhea paused for a bit looking over her shoulder. The massive reptilian head of a hunting banthar peeked over a nearby dune. Ulrik picked up a stone and lobbed it at it. The creature roared. Ulrik reached for his blades. It was a coin toss whether the stone would irritate the beast into charging or drive it away. Rhea and Valerius scrambled behind the airboat.
Ulrik and the predator exchanged glares. From the copper and black striping on its head rill he could tell it was still young and inexperienced. Ulrik threw another stone. The beast was obviously not used to such disrespectful treatment. Ulrik yelled at it and it turned and ambled slowly away.
“You’re mad,” said Valerius coming out from cover.
“It wasn’t hungry, just curious,” said Ulrik. “Otherwise it would have come for us.”
“How did you know that?” the wizard asked. Ulrik paused for a moment luxuriating in the sensation of, for once, being the one with the answers when Valerius did not. 
“I didn’t,” he said at last. “Not until it turned away.”
“It’s reassuring to have such an expert in wasteland survival in one’s employ,” said Valerius.
“Let’s get started,” said Ulrik. “We need to strip this ship and every extra minute it takes us, Molok’s fleet gets closer to Typhon.”


Overhead the stars gleamed brightly. The ring had begun the slow transformation to topaz that marked the coming of a new season. It was cold on the deck of the airboat. Valerius lay in the back asleep. Rhea stood behind Ulrik as he hunched over the controls. He could feel the warmth of her body pressing against his back.
“I thought you were dead in Molok’s throne room,” she murmured in his ear. “And then I thought you were gone forever when I saw the demon Valerius had transformed you into.”
Ulrik remained silent, concentrating on the control indicators. They were in the red, as the elemental struggled to power the overloaded engines. Still, at least they were moving quickly since he had worked his impromptu repair down in the desert. They might even have a chance of overhauling the Hydran fleet, if it kept to the speed of the great flying citadel.
“You don’t say much, do you?” Rhea said. Ulrik grunted. His muscles felt like they had fused, his eyes were gummy from the strain of staying open. He supposed it was what they got for flying over the Wastes in a ship that was never meant to go too far from a city. 
“Do you?” Rhea prompted. “You don’t believe in making things easy, either.” 
Ulrik wondered what she was talking about. Now was not the time for having a meaningful conversation. It was taking all his efforts to merely stay awake and keep them on course. Somewhere up ahead was the Hydran fleet. He was going to have to be ready if they met any stragglers or rearguard. He doubted they would be friendly to a strange ship encountered in the middle of the desert as they were en route to the biggest surprise attack in the history of Urath. 
“I am trying to say that I was worried about you,” said Rhea.
“Why?” he said. He remembered similar conversations with Anna. She was not going to let up until he said something.
“I like you. I thought that was obvious.”
“I like you too. And I would be sorry if anything happened to you,” Her hand came to rest on his shoulder. He was uncomfortably aware of the needle points of her claws resting on the muscle.
“Your skin feels different now, and you smell different as well.”
“Blame Valerius. He’s the one who did this to me.”
“I do blame him,” she said. “And if it was not for the power of the geas he has laid on me, I would probably be having strong words with him right now. Or more than strong words.”
“I thought you liked him.”
“I am starting to see him in a somewhat different light. I think his spells may have warped my thinking in the past. He is a very powerful magician you know, although he pretends otherwise.”
“It’s not something I need pointed out to me,” said Ulrik. “I have been on the receiving end of his power. Still, he was only doing what he had to.”
“You’re defending him?”
“I know something of the nature of expediency,” he wanted to distract her from this topic of conversation so he said, “Let me show you how the controls work. You should be able to guide the airboat if anything happens to me. Or so I can rest. It would be best if we flew the ship in relays. We still have a long way to go.”
He gave her a brief overview of the controls and then let her guide the ship for a while. She seemed delighted by her new found knowledge, altering their course slightly just because she could. He told her to stop doing that. They needed to keep on a straight course if they were to have any chance of getting to Typhon before Molok and his fleet.


“What’s that up ahead?” Valerius asked. His pointing finger indicated a vast cloud of glowing embers in the sky.
“It’s the running lights of a fleet, a very large one,” said Ulrik.
“The Hydrans?”
“Who else could it be?”
“What are you going to do?”
“Gain some altitude and fly over them.”
“Won’t we lose speed as we climb.”
“We’ll gain it on the descent.”
“What if they have scouts?”
“They will have, but we are running without lights, and if they notice us what will they do? We could just as easily be part of their fleet for all they know.”
“We could go round them.”
“It would take more time, and that’s becoming precious. We’re very close to Typhon now and we will only have hours to organise the defences.”
Valerius looked as if he wanted to argue. 
“I’ll do what you want,” Ulrik said. “But you will only have yourself to blame if we are too late.”
“Very well,” said the wizard. “You are the pilot here. The fate of the Empire is in your hands.”
Ulrik pulled back on the stick. The flyer began to climb. He could feel the elemental straining as it powered them upwards. He was starting to know how it felt. 
The whole Hydran fleet spread out below him. It was the most massive force he had ever seen. Looking down on it was like looking down on a city at night. The densest collection of running lights was in the centre where Molok’s flagship, his great floating palace, was. By the gods, it was a monster. He altered his eyes to look deeper into the magical spectrum and saw that it positively radiated demonic power. 
From above he could see that the citadel resembled a great flying crucifix elongated towards the prow. The whole structure glowed brilliantly but where the wings met the body, its brilliance was greatest. He remembered the chamber in which he and Rhea had first been captured, the place where the demon lord was imprisoned. That was the source of power. 
“Impressive, isn’t it?” said Valerius. He did not sound impressed. He sounded depressed. 
“The Typhonian fleet will be a match for it.”
“If it was all assembled in one place, maybe, but it’s not. Our enemies are demonstrating along our borders, raiders are striking at the furthest outposts of empire drawing it off. We will be lucky if all of the home fleet is present, and even that might not be enough.”
“You will be fighting over your home city. The ground defences are formidable.”
“Yes, that’s what worries me.”
“I don’t follow.”
“Molok must know that as well as we do. Surely he has a plan for dealing with them.”
“How do you think he will do that?”
“My first guess would be sorcery. He has a Demon Prince bound into that flying fortress. He has an enormous amount of power to draw on. My second would be treachery. You never know, he might decide to combine the two.”
“You’re really looking on the bright side, aren’t you?”
“I don’t see much of a bright side to this,” said Valerius. “Even if we are in time, we are looking at the largest air battle in recent history and one my people are ill-prepared to fight.”
It took a few moments for the words to sink in and for Ulrik to understand his response to them. The largest air battle in history. He found that thought exciting, and it wasn’t just the demonic part of him that felt that way.






Chapter Twenty-Six
Ulrik brought the flyer swooping in over the towers of Typhon. The city looked far bigger than Hydra and not nearly so ruined, but he knew that that could all change very quickly once Molok’s fleet attacked. His eyes were red and his limbs felt stiff from hours spent hunched over the controls but they had done it, they had managed to outdistance the Hydran fleet and they had arrived in time to bring the warning.
Behind him, Valerius stirred. “We’ve done it.”
Rhea hugged Ulrik from behind. For a moment he enjoyed the feeling of her warm body pressed against his back then he shrugged her off, needing to concentrate all of his efforts on the controls.
“Head for the Karnak Tower.” Valerius said.
Ulrik throttled back the engines, knowing that he would have to avoid the dense shoals of traffic moving between the towers. It would not do for them to have made it all this way and then to have an accident on the final stage of their journey.
He had to resist the urge to go all-out. Something of the urgency in Valerius’s voice had communicated itself to him. It seemed like the approach to the tower took as long as the final hundred leagues of their voyage but eventually he set the flyer down on the landing platform on the side of the tower and jumped out only to be confronted by armed guards, barring his way.
“Step aside,” said Valerius. “I must speak with my uncle.”
“Master Valerius, is it really you?” The guard spoke in the sort of voice that he would have used for talking to a ghost.
“Alive and in the flesh,” said Valerius. “Now take me to my uncle. I have urgent news that he must spread before the Council.”
“At once, sir,” said the guard, escorting them into the darkened corridors of the Karnak Palace.


“So we have hours at best,” said Lord Karnak, stroking his chin with one long, thin finger. He leaned over and smelled an orchid. His eyes focused on some distant point on the ceiling, his fingers steepled together. It seemed dream-like to be in the sumptuously furnished place after days clinging to the flyer.
“You must inform the Emperor at once,” said Valerius. His uncle merely looked at him and smiled.
“Must I?”
“What do you mean?”
“It seems to me that there are many things to consider. A few hours can make all the difference in the marketplace particularly with something like war coming.”
“I cannot believe that you are thinking of commercial advantage at a time like this, uncle,” said Valerius.
“Then you have a lot to learn. This is the best time to be thinking about it. I believe that given only half an hour’s head start I should be able to corner the futures market in power crystals, ammunition and various shipping contracts.”
“But soon the city might lie in ruins.”
“A good point. It might be worth investing in some construction futures as well.” The old man’s cruel smile and the glint in his eye showed that he had understood Valerius’s real meaning.
“I was thinking more of the fact that we might be fighting for our lives and not simply for our wealth.”
“Then you fail to understand one of the basic truths of our existence. Which is to say that in this age, being who we are, our wealth and our lives are one and the same thing. We have wasted enough time on this, Valerius.” The old man appeared to come to a decision. “I will inform the Emperor of this news personally. The fate of the city is indeed in the balance. Take my seal. You will take charge of the Ravager. It will be your flagship. Lead our fleet to battle.”
“What about Telerius? Should he not be in charge?” Valerius cocked his head to one side. He sounded doubtful.
“Let us just say that you are slightly higher in my favour at the moment.”
Ulrik expected to see triumph written on Valerius’s face, but it was not there. The wizard reached out and took the seal gingerly, as if he was expecting some sort of trap. Ulrik realised that it wasn’t. It was no more in Lord Karnak’s interest that the city fall than it was that he lose his entire fortune. The old man merely wanted what he said -- the time to exploit this unique opportunity that Valerius had put in his way. 
“Come, Ulrik,” said Valerius. “We have a battle to fight.”

Ulrik stood at the prow of the Ravager and scanned the horizon. It was the largest warship he had ever flown on, the sort of enormously potent dreadnaught of the skies that only a Typhonian merchant House, or a powerful city state could afford to build. It displaced thirty-thousand tons and was almost three hundred paces from stem to armoured stern. Huge batteries lined its stubby wings. Twenty monstrously powerful sky turbines drove it through the sky. Behind them loomed the gigantic super-structure from which the captain and his officers would view the battle. Huge turrets bristling with prismatic cannons bulged in its side, on its decks, beneath the prow and below the tail fins. 
Valerius and Rhea stood nearby glancing at the horizon warily. Both of them looked out of place on the metal deck, garbed for war. They looked like actors on a stage playing a part, not like sailors whose lives might soon be forfeit in an inferno of conflict. Valerius clearly felt more comfortable here than amid the grizzled veterans on the command deck. 
Lines of warships filled the sky, stretching out on both sides to the furthest horizon; flotillas of destroyers, cruisers and battleships. Every armed craft in the city of Typhon had been assembled and thrown into this makeshift armada.
The flags of a dozen Houses fluttered in the breeze, alongside the emblem of the city and the Imperial House. It was a sight to stir the heart -- so many mighty warships all in one place. 
Ulrik let out a long sigh. Soon he might be dead. Of course, he could activate his lift harness and float to the earth below. He might escape with his life, at least until Valerius died and the demon was released once more to devour his soul.
And yet he did not want to go. He felt strangely happy, elated even, to be where he was. It gave him a sense of belonging being part of this enormous fleet; to feel the huge destructive power all around him. He was curious to see what would happen when the fleets clashed. He wanted to be part of it as well. If this was going to be the greatest battle of the modern age, he wanted to be there, not just as a witness but as a participant. He wanted to stand in the centre of the vortex where history was being made. He wanted to fight and to kill and, looking at the faces of those all around him, he knew that they all felt the same way. Of course, for them, national pride was involved and something else, a desire to grasp the victory that they believed would inevitably be theirs. 
They did not know what was coming, or what they would face. They could not imagine anything else but triumph. And looking at the fleet that surrounded them, Ulrik could understand their thoughts. He had stopped counting at three hundred ships. Against any normal enemy, the Typhonians would have been right to expect success. But they were not facing a normal enemy. They were facing all the combined fleets of Hydra reinforced by Molok’s most powerful sorcery. 
Rhea moved closer to him and looked up into his eyes. He glanced down into her strangely slit pupils. A spark of something passed between them. “I wish you had stayed in the city,” he said. He had to shout to be heard over the thunder of the engines.
“My place is here, with the pair of you,” she replied. “And, anyway, how often in this life will I get a chance to witness such a battle as this?”
“This might be your last and only chance,” he said.
“The same applies to you,” she said, turning her back on him and folding her arms.
Ulrik glanced over at Valerius. The wizard was garbed in a full set of sorcerous battle armour. It encased his flesh in bands of steel and orichalcum. Runes glittered on the chest plate. In his hand he held a long staff, tipped with a glowing power gem.
“Nervous?” Ulrik asked. The deck rocked slightly beneath his feet as they hit a small pocket of turbulence. Rhea did not even seem to notice it but Valerius stumbled against the guard-rail and had to catch himself.
“I don’t mind admitting that I am. This is the first major battle I have ever seen.”
“It is for me too. It was always boarding actions in my earlier career.”
“You did well getting us to Typhon. I will not forget that. If we survive this I will do my best to free you from what I did.” The wizard sounded sincere but Ulrik suspected that he was really only trying to encourage him to do his best to keep him alive. Certainly, that would ensure that he had the motivation.
“What do you think our chances are?” Valerius asked.
Ulrik considered. “Against any normal enemy you would win. But you’re not fighting a normal enemy. Molok is sure to have some surprises up his sleeve - some sort of magic.”
“We’re not without magic ourselves. Typhon is famous for its sorcerers.”
“As you yourself have pointed out, Molok knows that. He will be ready unless he’s completely mad.”
“I think he’s completely mad,” said Valerius. “But I don’t think he’s a fool. You’re right. He’ll be ready for us. He has the full power of Jolgotha to draw on. Anyone who can command a Demon Prince is to be feared indeed.”
The wizard lapsed into silence as he studied the distant scout ships running ahead of the Typhonian fleet through his spyglass. One of them was running up a signal now, saying that they had spotted the enemy and were moving to engage. The thunder of distant combat rumbled across the wastelands and was audible. In the distance lightning flashes and great sunbursts of light marked the areas where warships did battle.
Soon the first of the Typhonians scouts were streaming back towards the main body of the fleet, they looked battered and their crews were heavily depleted. They had gotten the worst of the early engagement. 
First blood to the Hydrans, Ulrik thought.
A black cloud on the horizon revealed the presence of thousands of small flyers, all part of the Hydran fleet. Many of the Typhonian sky sailors laughed. Some of them compared the Hydrans to a cloud of flies, not realising that this was not the main body of the Hydran fleet but only its outriders.
Signal sounded, flags were raised. The order was given. Full speed ahead. Engage the enemy. Lines of mighty aerial dreadnaughts streamed forward.
If they had expected the Hydrans to retreat, the Typhonians were disappointed. Swarms of the smaller aircraft swooped in towards them. As they did so, their crews dropped overboard, floating earthwards supported by their lift harnesses, leaving their ships on collision course with the largest of the Typhonian battleships. Most of them were slashed from the skies by the prismatic cannon of their foes, but a few of them survived to make contact, and reveal Molok’s plan. When they impacted on the Typhonian battleships, they exploded, wreaking havoc wherever they touched.
“They must be filled with some new alchemical explosive,” said Valerius, watching in horror as an aerial dreadnaught was torn asunder and began plummeting earthwards like a stone. “I’ve never heard of anything so powerful.”
“I think this will only be the first of Molok surprises.”
“I fear that you’re right, Ulrik,” said Valerius. 
Now the main body of the Hydran fleet became visible. Sky sailors gave gasps of amazement when they saw the size of floating citadel. It was hundreds of times larger than the biggest Typhonian dreadnaught. All around it were hundreds of other Hydran warships, the motley cruisers of the pirate fleet led by Black Ships. The pirates looked like a disorganised horde compared to the clean battle lines of the Typhonian fleet but the sheer power radiated by the demonic vessels in their midst was awesome.
Ulrik felt a terrible sense of foreboding as he looked upon them.

Off to port a group of Hydran ships clustered around a Typhonian dreadnaught exchanging salvoes. To starboard and below, two ships were bound together by boarding grapnels, their crews swarming the decks, locked in a life or death struggle. 
Looking up Ulrik could see a pirate vessel approaching the Ravager. From the way it came in he could tell that its captain knew his business. It was taking exactly the same line as he would have taken, angling in from above, out of the line of fire for the Ravager’s main batteries. Its own side-mounted turrets were in a position to rake the Karnak ship from above. 
Rhea leapt for cover, cat-quick.
Ulrik pushed Valerius into the shelter of an armoured doorway as prismatic lightning danced across the deck, slaughtering sailors. Moments later, pirates dropped from above, their fall slowed by their lift harnesses. They had chosen their spot well. There were few in this section of the deck to oppose them. If they proceeded according to the normal plan, they would make for the engine rooms or the command deck and try to put the Ravager out of action by making it a floating, unguided hulk that could be picked off at leisure. Under normal circumstances such a relatively small band would have little chance but in the heat of a closely fought chaotic battle, things might turn out differently.
As the pirates hit the metal of the deck, Ulrik saw that their limbs and bodies were augmented by twisted grafts, and their eyes blazed with strange fanaticism. Ulrik turned to Rhea. “Go! Warn the deck officer; tell him we have been boarded and tell him where. I’ll try and slow them down.”
“What about me?” Valerius asked. Ulrik glanced at him. Common sense told him that he should stay here, make sure the wizard was safe, but the battle lust was on him. He felt the need to do something, to assert some control over his own destiny. It went against the grain to remain hidden here while the ship he was on fought for its life. 
“Stay hidden or come with me, if you want. We need to stop those killers before they can get deep into the ship. I’ve seen what men like that can do if they take control of an engine.”
He expected Valerius to protest but the wizard just nodded his agreement. Rhea glanced from one to the other and raced off, bearing her message of alarm. Ulrik drew his blade and rushed from hiding, jabbing his blade into the back of a surprised pirate. His prey fell, the multiple tentacles attached to his left arm flailing the air like a cat o’ nine tails wielded by a demented bos’n.
Ulrik lashed to the left and right, striking down more victims, shouting loudly, hoping to confuse his targets, make them think they were under attack by more assailants than they actually were. In a fight like this, his one advantage was that he knew much more about what was going on than they did. 
One, two, more fell beneath the fury of his blade but by now the surprise had worn off and the pirates begun to recover. A man with an enormous demon claw reached for Ulrik, his talons dripping greenish venom. Ulrik dived forward, plunging his blade into the man’s throat. The momentum of his rush carried them both to the guardrail on the edge of the ship. For a brief vertiginous moment, Ulrik caught sight of the ground far below, saw ships locked in deadly combat beneath them, was dazzled by the flare of magical weapons. The guardrail vibrated under the impact of their combined weight. He stabbed again, and again, and sprang to one side, as the pirates came at him in a pack. 
For a moment he danced and whirled, the centre of a storm of blades. He parried a strike, ducked another, then sidestepped a third. A painwand struck him a glancing blow, numbing his shoulder. He responded with a short chop that took his opponents hand off at the wrist and sent it, fingers spasming like the legs of a dying spider, dropping to the blood-slick deck.
Ulrik grinned, at home at the heart of the carnage. His blade licked out like the tongue of a striking dragon. Only his skill with his weapon and the quickness of his reflexes kept him alive. He felt the press of bodies all around, saw the fear and the fury in the faces of his foes and laughed out of sheer blood madness that was partially his own and partially that of the demon within him. 
The pirates focused all of their efforts on dragging him down, like a pack of rabid ulsio attacking a banthar. He lashed out with his fist, knocking down one serpent-fanged youth and then struck down another with his blade. He was bleeding from a dozen small cuts now, but he ignored the pain, knowing that there was nothing he could do about it right now anyway. 
“Drag the bastard down,” someone shouted from the back of the ruck.
“Come and get me,” Ulrik bellowed in response. It came to him at that moment that he really was going to die here and that he didn’t care. It would be a cleaner death than any he had been expecting in the past few weeks. In fact, it was the one he had been expecting all his life, to fall on the blood-stained deck of a ship under pirate attack. The only difference was that he had expected to be one of the attackers not the defenders. 
He lashed out again and again, and the pirates fell back, none of them keen to be the next to die. He knew, though, it was only a temporary lull. In a moment they would gather their resolve and throw themselves on him en masse. He put his back against the guardrail and waited for death to come.
Lines of light slashed out at the pirates. Flesh sizzled where they touched. They pierced bodies like white hot pokers. Some emerged from chests, mouths, exploding eyeballs. Ulrik half expected to die then, but somehow the lines never touched him. In a heartbeat he was the only man standing on this section of the deck. Valerius stood there grinning, a fading nimbus of light dying around his hand. 
“Took me a while to get a clear shot,” he said.






Chapter Twenty-Seven
A thunderous boom vibrated the air. A titanic beam of magical energy slashed out from Molok’s citadel and impacted on a Typhonian battleship. The magical shields surrounding the doomed vessel blazed into incandescence, winked out like a snuffed candle and then the beam slashed through armoured plate. The metal sides of the ship melted and ran like hot wax. There was an enormous explosion as the trapped elementals within the warship’s engines were freed then the liftkeel failed. 
A few heartbeats after the impact the mighty vessel and its crew of thousands plunged earthwards. Most of the men aboard did not even have time to jump over the sides. Those that did tumbled earthwards, their lift harnesses overloaded by the colossal forces that had destroyed their craft.
Ulrik and Valerius looked at each other stunned. Ulrik could tell that they were thinking the same thing. Neither of them had ever seen a weapon of such power before. He had not even dreamed such a thing was possible. Valerius stroked his chin thoughtfully.
“He’s tapping Jolgotha’s energy to do that. It’s the only thing powerful enough.”
“Surely not even a Demon Prince could unleash too many bolts like that?”
“He might be able to if he was being well fed.”
“With human sacrifices, you mean? That’s what all the captives were for.”
Ulrik wondered where Rhea was. He had not seen her since they were boarded. He hoped that nothing had happened to the cat-girl. 
The Ravager rose as the captain tried to get out of the line of fire of Molok’s infernal weapon. As it gained altitude, Ulrik got a view of the battle, spread out below him. Thousands of ships swarmed the sky, magical shields shimmering in the warning colours of predatory insects. Multi-coloured blasts of energy blazed through the sky as they unleashed the full power of their prismatic cannons. Ships crashed earthward, disintegrating, trailing plumes of smoke and sparks as their elementals broke free. 
Ulrik could appreciate the battle’s pattern now. He saw the neat lines of the Typhonian fleet were beginning to dissolve as the ships drifted into closer, more violent encounters. The enormous ravening beam of energy from the citadel sheared through the battle indiscriminately, dropping friend and foe alike from the sky.
Signals sounded through the Typhonian fleet. No matter how overmatched it was, it was not going to give up without a fight, and still its discipline and training were superb. The fleet changed formation, whole squadrons dispersing. A few rose to gain height above the pirate fleet, most turned into line abreast formation so that they could bring the greatest number of broadsides to bear on Molok’s flying citadel.
The air between the Typhonians and the Hydrans blazed with unleashed energy transforming it into the mouth of hell. Every weapon that could be focused on the citadel was. The gigantic Hydran flagship vanished in a storm of alchemical shells and mystical bolts. Clouds of smoke and steam obscured it. Smaller ships surrounding it vanished, flickering into oblivion like moths that have flown too close to an inferno.
Cheering erupted from the Ravager’s crew as the citadel vanished. For a moment, Ulrik allowed himself to hope, but then he saw the huge engine of destruction emerge from the storm unscathed, the magical aura surrounding it intact. It looked like the volley of energy that would have levelled a mountain had done it no harm whatsoever. 
In the meantime, the Hydrans had surged forward, moving around and over the field of fire, closing with the Typhonian fleet. Their vessels were older, more patchwork, less efficiently crewed, but the attempt to overcome the citadel had given them time to close the gap and take advantage of their superior numbers. 
A few had closed to within boarding distance, and the crews were lobbing alchemical grenades onto the decks of Typhonian warships before leaping across the intervening space. In the ensuing close combat the Hydrans ferocity and numbers would overcome their enemies’ superior discipline.
“The battle is lost already,” Ulrik said.
“Not if we can destroy the citadel,” Valerius replied. “If we can do that it will demoralise the pirates.”
“Your optimism is impressive.”
Valerius shrugged. “At the moment, it’s all I’ve got.
Looking down Ulrik could see a glowing point of energy at the centre of the ship. It blazed with a startling intensity to Ulrik’s altered gaze.
“Look at that,” he said to Valerius. He recognised it as the well in which he and Rhea had seen hundreds of people being sacrificed. Perhaps they still were. 
“That is where Jolgotha is bound,” said Valerius.
“I’ll take your word for it,” said Ulrik. “What can we do about it?”
“Prayer would seem our best bet.”
“And on the off-chance that doesn’t work?”
“Surrender.”
“And if that proves unacceptable?”
“Then we shall have to do what I am about to instruct our captain to do.”
“And what is that?” Ulrik asked, with a sinking feeling that he was not going to like the answer one little bit.
“We’re going to ram that floating fortress. If we can hit it exactly where Jolgotha is bound we can free him from his bindings and deprive the citadel of its energy source.”
“I knew you were going to say something like that.”
Valerius made a grimace that Ulrik supposed he intended to be a smile. “It pains me that I have become so predictable.”

“Follow me,” Valerius said. They raced through echoing metal corridors until they reached the Ravager’s command deck, bursting in much to the surprise of the white-bearded captain and his deck officers.
“Sir?” said the captain. “What are you doing here?”
“I have a plan to overcome our foes.”
“That is good, sir. We are in desperate need of one. Those Hydran bastards are beating us. It’s that huge floating fortress. We don’t have anything to touch it, and its beams are destroying our largest capital ships.”
“We are going to destroy it.”
“How, sir?”
“We are going to ram it.”
“Begging your pardon, sir, but even a ship the size of the Ravager is not going to do much damage to that thing. It is just too big.”
“It has a weak spot.”
“Where?”
“The glowing beacon in the well marks the spot. It is the source of the citadel’s power. If we hit it just right, we can break through the armour and into the core. The mass of this ship will disrupt the spells holding the fortress aloft, maybe even cause it to explode.”
“It will be suicide,” said the captain.
“It is suicide to continue fighting anyway,” said Valerius. “At least this way, we have a chance of victory.”
“Are you sure, sir?”
“Do you have a better plan, captain?” The officer shook his head and looked around at the rest of the men on deck. A few looked frightened, most looked determined. 
“Are you with me?” Valerius asked. The magical compulsions were back in his voice.
They saluted as one man.
Valerius turned to the captain and said, “You know what to do. The fate of Typhon is in your hands.”
The captain signalled full power to the engines. The Ravager plunged downwards, aimed like a spear at roof of the great floating fortress. It had enormous weight and mass, and its speed increased with every foot of the descent but still Ulrik wondered whether it would be enough. 
“We’re going to make Molok pay for what he’s done if it’s the last thing we do,” Valerius said.
Ulrik thought it most likely would be but he could not see any way out. Valerius seemed determined to carry out his mad plan and if he died Ulrik died. At least this way, he would see the end of the matter.
The citadel swelled ever larger in Ulrik’s field of vision. By all the gods, the thing was big. From up here it looked more like a small city in flight than an aerial warship. It was an awesome feat of sorcery. The tiny figures of its crew looked like ants crawling over the sides of a wizard’s tower.
Ulrik looked around the command deck. Every face was grim. The captain’s knuckles where white where he gripped the control wheel. He looked like a man completely absorbed in a task. Coming in at an angle this steep was not something a ship like the Ravager had been designed for. Hitting a target the size of the glowing well would be an immense feat of aerial navigation. The captain looked as if he intended to pull it off. 
Valerius stood at the armour glass window gazing down at the approaching citadel, staring at it as if he hoped to destroy the fortress with the force of his glare. 
Someone on the citadel had spotted what was happening. The smaller weapons of the monstrous flying fortress were brought to bear on the Ravager, and its secondary armament was more potent than the main batteries of many warships. 
The magical field surrounding the Ravager grew brighter and brighter as it absorbed the impact. The huge ship shuddered under the hail of explosive shells. Even as Ulrik watched a great chunk was ripped out of her armoured deck, and dozens of the crew thrown tumbling through the air like broken dolls by the impact.
The Ravager’s guns returned fire but they were impotent against the spells and armour that protected the citadel of the skies. Ulrik could see that their enemy was beginning to rotate upwards as Molok’s crew struggled to bring their main weapon to bear on their attacker. If nothing else they had succeeded in distracting it from the Typhonian fleet.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw another massive Typhonian warship moving into attack position. It seemed like another captain had come to the same conclusion as Valerius. If nothing else, the officers of the Imperial fleet were heroically courageous. Or possibly heroically stupid. Ulrik could not quite make up his mind.
The citadel wavered as its commander noticed this new threat. Some of its guns diverted their fire to the other Typhonian ship. Ulrik thought it was a mistake. It was giving them the chance to do what they had set out to do.
“More power to the engines,” Valerius shouted. “We need to be going faster.”
“I’m giving it all she’s got,” the captain responded.
“Give it more.”
Ulrik could see the insect-figures of the pirate crew moving about on the citadel’s roof now. Many had brought small arms to bear and were shooting them insanely at the attacker. They would not do much good where the citadel’s secondary batteries had failed.
Another explosion wracked the Ravager. She jumped and shuddered under the impact and for a moment, Ulrik thought the ship was doomed.
“We’ve lost the port engine,” the captain said. “No power there.”
“Do what you can, captain,” Valerius responded. “We’re almost there.”
The captain nodded grimly. Out of the corner of his eye, Ulrik thought he caught something flashing towards them. Moments later the whole command deck exploded. Scraps of shrapnel flew everywhere. Billowing black smoke obscured Ulrik’s vision. Sparks flickered before his eyes, and blood filled his mouth. 
They had been hit. Dead and dying lay sprawled through the command deck. Two halves of the captain’s body lay in a pool of blood. Brains and internal organs decorated the walls. Looking around he noticed that Valerius lay on the ground, still breathing. Ulrik checked his own limbs. He had been lucky. He tried to pick himself up but his legs refused to respond. He could not move. His body felt broken. All strength drained from him. 
Ulrik cursed. It had all been in vain. It would be pure chance if they managed to strike the citadel in its weak spot now and given the way their luck had been running he was not going to count on that. He tried to force himself to rise, to grasp the broken control wheel but his body refused to respond. 
Valerius eyes snapped open. His bloody hand moved through a cryptic gesture. A familiar agony blazed through Ulrik’s body as the demonic transformation ripped through him. He felt his skin break and the blood from his leaking veins begin to congeal. His vision blurred and cleared. He found himself aware of thousands of scents he had not been aware of before: the ozone leak of trapped elementals, the strange stink of Molok’s fleshgrafted hybrids, the alchemical tang of spent explosives. The pain did not end with the transformation though. Looking down he could see his limbs were rent with wounds. He wondered if even his demonic form was strong enough to do what had to be done. 
He pushed down again with his claws and managed to get up. He seemed to be the only man standing on the deck. All the rest were dead or unconscious. Looking down, he could see that they were still plunging sickeningly towards the citadel. Bolts of energy and alchemical shells exploded all around them. The crippled Ravager had drifted out of line. It was only going to strike Molok’s flagship a glancing blow. 
Ulrik grabbed the controls, wrestling the huge ship back onto the correct course. A normal man would not have been able to shift the wheel of the crippled vessel. As it was it resisted even his demonic strength. Ulrik let out a mighty roar. Great cables of muscles bulged in his altered limbs. Slowly, inch by inch the wheel began to move. 
The Ravager’s prow swung around. Desperately Ulrik tried to line it up with the glowing well on the citadel’s roof. The prow began to drift off course again under the impact of the titanic barrage from below. He threw all his strength at the wheel trying to bring the Ravager back on target. 
How much longer could the airship hold together and its steering systems respond? 
Valerius groaned and stirred, slowly rising to his feet, his jaw dropping when he looked out through the shattered armour glass of the windows and saw the inferno below them. Streamers of smoke surrounded the ship. The stench of ozone and burning flesh filled the command deck. The howl of winds and the thunder of explosions filled Ulrik’s ears. Not much further he told himself.
A moment later the prow of the Ravager made contact and began to crumple on impact. Thousands of tons of airship moving at tens of leagues per hour smashed into the citadel. The force of the impact forced her nose down. Her own engines, still running, began to drive her towards the ground.
The leviathan of the skies began to plunge earthwards, taking the Ravager with her locked in a death grip.
Ulrik did not have time to waste. He grabbed the wounded magician and dragged him through the door. The ground was below them, visible at a terrible angle as both ships plunged to their doom.
The Ravager continued to hammer downwards through the multiple stories of the citadel. Valerius had been right about it being the weak spot but only a missile as huge as the Ravager had been able to take advantage of that.
“We’ve got to get clear,” Valerius shouted. His voice sounded weak. Blood bubbled from the corner of his mouth. “There’s more than likely going to be an ungodly explosion when the impact comes.”
They were almost vertical now, and the slightest further tilt would send them tumbling. 
“Jump!” The wizard shouted.
Ulrik activated his lift-harness and leapt. For long sickening moments they tumbled through space. Ulrik watched the gargoyle encrusted sides of the sky citadel skim passed. Blurs of multi-coloured chaotic energy ran from them like blood from a wound.
Valerius grabbed Ulrik’s wrist. The runes on his armour’s chest plate began to glow as the levitation spells kicked in, Ulrik’s lift harness partially supporting him as Valerius towed him away from the area of impact. He had a clear view of citadel and the Ravager plunging towards the ground. 
It seemed like hours but it really must only have been minutes before the impact occurred. Eventually the prow of the citadel smashed into the ground and the whole bulk of the enormous airship went skidding across the dunes of the wasteland, displacing clouds of sand and soil as it ploughed a furrow several leagues long before finally coming to rest with the carcass of the Ravager pressing down on it.
It lay there inert for a minute and then a huge explosion ran the length and breadth of the citadel. The whole enormous structure leapt upward and broke in two. Strange light spilled from the cracked hull and for a moment Ulrik thought he saw some vast demonic entity reaching up into the sky, a thing part human, part beast, with a face like that of a squid and eyes of pure glowing power. A titanic explosion, so bright it was blinding, erupted and when he looked again there was nothing but a huge crater in which lay the gutted carcass of the flying fortress.
“There’s nothing more that we can do here,” said Valerius. He set them down on top of a great dune and lay there in the sand, bleeding profusely through his mouth and gaps in his rent armour. Ulrik wondered what would happen once he died. Would the demon finally break free? He was not sure he had the strength to resist it if it did. 
There was nothing to be done now anyway. It was over. They were stuck in the desert far from any help and the wizard was wounded. Anyone who found them would see only a demon standing over a wizard’s corpse. 
A small airboat came closer. Flying low over the wastelands as if the pilot was looking for something. Ulrik stood ready, not knowing whether it was a friend or a foe. The ship swerved as the pilot noticed them and dropped until it was mere inches above the surface, its bow sending up a spray of sand as it approached them. It was a lifeboat from the Ravager. From behind its controls, Rhea waved as she brought it skidding to an ungainly stop. Ulrik was very glad to see her. Valerius smiled once and gave his attention back to the skies. He seemed determined to live long enough to see the end of the battle.
Rhea began cleaning and bandaging his wounds. Ulrik hoped it would do some good. 
Overhead the two mighty fleets clashed with relentless savagery.






Epilogue
Ulrik lay in the laboratory and watched as Valerius made adjustments to the controls of the machine. The wizard moved calmly and without too much hesitation, seeming to have made a complete recovery from his wounds. Rhea’s first aid had kept him alive long enough to be flown back to the Karnak Tower after the Typhonian victory over the demoralised Hydrans.
Ulrik could not quite believe that Valerius was going to keep his word and watched him suspiciously even though there was nothing he could do if Valerius decided to break his promise. If he killed the wizard, he would be stuck in the demon form forever, and already he could feel the thing within him gathering strength to contest for dominance. While he remained in this shape he would become ever less human and ever more susceptible to its desires.
Valerius moved his hands over the controls. Ectoplasm clotted in the air before him, eventually taking the same shape as he wore. Another minor adjustment and Ulrik saw his flesh peel away on the image and then certain of his muscles, leaving only knots and cables of strange black chitinous stuff.
Valerius pulled a brass lever. Beams of light emerged from overhead crystals, touched the image and then passed through to Ulrik’s body. Ulrik braced himself for a surge of agony but nothing seemed to happen. He waited, his mouth dry, his heart racing, trying to deduce if Valerius’s spell had had any effect. He felt something - deep within his body, things spasmed as if great serpents of muscle were uncoiling and working their way into new patterns.
Now there was pain.
Bones ground against each other. Muscles tightened. He ground his teeth to keep from screaming. His head felt as if it was caught in a vice. His limbs flailed beyond his control. He knew, deep in his heart, that something had gone terribly wrong. Perhaps Valerius had betrayed him. Perhaps this was how he was going to die.
Black spots drifted across his vision. He tasted blood in his mouth and decided that he must have bit his tongue in his agony. His skin felt as if it was on fire and looking at his arms and the arms of the image, he could see black spikes of alien stuff protruding from them. It was as if something was hatching from within him, breaking his skin asunder, like an insects coming out of a cocoon.
The pain intensified to beyond the point where he could take it and he blacked out, feeling that this was a mercy.

Ulrik opened his eyes and saw Valerius looking down at him. Beyond the wizard’s head he could see the squid faced gods that occupied the ceiling mural of his room in the Karnak Tower.
“I’m alive,” he said. He could speak. He touched his face. It felt human. 
“There’s no need to sound so surprised,” said Valerius. “I’m not entirely incompetent.”
“What happened? I thought something had gone wrong.”
“You want the good news first or the bad news?”
Ulrik did not like the grim expression in the wizard’s face. He braced himself. “Tell me what went wrong.”
“I did my best exorcise the demon but it would not go. It has set itself too deeply in your nervous system, it’s bound too tight, it will die if it lets go and it’s not about to do that.”
“You did not keep your word. You did not free me. Why am I not surprised?”
“You malign me, Ulrik. You should have more faith.”
“Why? The demon is still in there.”
“I did manage to do one thing.”
“And what would that be?”
“I transferred the binding spell.”
“You mean you no longer control the demon? You gave that to somebody else?”
“That is essentially correct.”
“Who did you give it to, your uncle?”
“I passed control of it to you.”
“To me? You mean I can free the demon? That’s a very useful power. I don’t think.”
“You have a brain, Ulrik, occasionally you might like to use it.”
“I’m trying but oddly enough I can’t see any advantages to having the power to destroy myself.”
“Every man has that power. You don’t need to be able to unleash a demon to do that. What I have done is given you a different power. In theory, you ought to be able to transform yourself into a demon at need. And you ought to be able to transform yourself back as well. More to the point, you no longer need to worry about me unleashing the thing.”
“You mean you don’t have a knife at my throat any longer. If I decided to kill you now there’s nothing you could do to stop me.”
“I thought you might take that attitude. Which is why I prepared some potent offensive spells in case of that eventuality. If I speak a word, corrosive energies will suffuse your body, eating your flesh away down to the bone. Still, should you wish to make such a suicidal attempt, you are free to do so.”
“I think I will skip that then. I spent so much time keeping you alive it would be a shame to waste all that effort now.”
“I am glad you feel that way. I would prefer not to have to kill you. I was rather hoping to offer you a job.”
“Oh really?”
“I am still in need of a bodyguard.”
“And you want me to do that?”
“You were very good at it. And you have a number of advantages over any other candidate for the job.”
“What’s in it for me?”
“There are a number of fringe benefits. I will pay you enough to purchase your own ship, at a very good price over the next five years.”
Ulrik considered this. If he left House Karnak now he would be a penniless ex-Pit Fighter looking for work. On the other hand, if he stayed he would be working for the man who had thought it was a good idea to implant a demon next to his heart. He mentioned these thoughts to Valerius.
“That’s another good reason for staying here. I can keep you under observation and perhaps help out if things start to go wrong with the implant.”
“You think that will happen?”
“There’s a possibility of it at the very least. You are the first to benefit from this new and very experimental procedure. We’re in unexplored territory now. The demon might take you over.”
“I suspected you were going to say something like that.”
“Plus House Karnak has a number of commercial rivals who might like to get their hands on you and dissect you to see if they can duplicate my work.”
“Of course.”
“And my uncle thinks you represent something of an investment. He would like to be repaid for the work we have done on you.”
“So what you are really saying is that I am not really free to go at all.”
“No, Ulrik, you are. If you want to, you can walk out of here right now and neither I nor the guards will stop you. I gave you my word and I keep my word. I am simply pointing out that such a decision might have a downside.”
“So I am not really free at all?”
“You are persistent in your stubbornness, aren’t you? There is the door. Take it if you want to go. Rhea will be sorry to see you go though and so will I.”
“She is here then.”
“Outside waiting for you to make your decision.”
Ulrik strode to the door and saw the cat-girl standing with an expectant look on her face. He suspected that her presence here was not accidental. Valerius was making it quite clear what he would lose if he went. He liked Rhea and wanted to stay with her, but he wanted his freedom more.
“Well,” she said. “What are you going to do?”
He stalked past her. “I’m going to find a ship.”


THE END
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