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Episode Two

The Gathering Place

10: Projection



Dante paced from one end of his room to the other. The war had driven his mother into madness—he had learned that much from watching her diaries—but what was Emily’s excuse? Ophelia Orpheus turned to fairies and fantasies because the magical worlds inside her head provided refuge from an inhospitable and violent reality, where young adults, barely of age, fought phantoms of despair at the ends of the earth. But Emily Fomalhaut? Emily Fomalhaut lived a simple life in a town far away from war, whose worst enemy was a pompous group of aristocrats with delusions of grandeur. What did she have to drive her into the Dark?

Dante completed another circuit of his room then shook the thoughts from his head. He was overthinking things again. Malkuth was a place for the enlightened, not the inquisitive. He would go there and he would never have to worry again, not about his mother, and not about Emily. If he could, he would take her with him.

He needed to relax, so he lay down on his bed and summoned up his visor. John Smith had provided him with several logic puzzles that, although no substitute for chemical sedatives, provided a useful distraction from troublesome thoughts. He was in the middle of matching coloured shapes when the alert came in.

Seelie’s iridescent butterfly logo hovered in front of his eyes, a centimetre away and yet forever beyond his reach. Half a minute later, Chief Payne appeared, sitting at his desk with the same sombre frown he wore that morning. Thanks to his visor, Dante felt as if he were standing in the room with him, and had to sit up before his brain ached from the contradiction.

“Hello, Second Class,” said the Chief, a hint of cheer creeping onto his lips before vanishing a moment later. “Most of you have finished your tasks for the day, so I figured it time for an announcement.”

Dante wondered what it might be. Maybe he would announce an unexpected raft of promotions to First Class—or even the Academy itself—and so denounce all those Veritas conspiracy theories. With only six shards to the day’s crystal, however, Dante wasn’t expecting a promotion of his own anytime soon.

Chief Payne held the suspense a moment more then, with a deep breath, continued, “We have a final challenge for you. Presently, my staff are depositing the crystals you returned to us at the centre of”—Dante caught the briefest twitch in his expression—“the Scar. All you need to do is retrieve them.”

Dante screwed his face up in confusion, all thoughts of promotions a distant memory. It was one thing to send them into the forest or down into the catacombs, but the Scar? Nobody entered the Scar. It was a three-hundred metre wide mausoleum, its walls a decrepit stain against the horizon. Even from his window, Dante could spy the Sophist peacekeepers standing guard over it, as they had for the past—

The past six years.

“You have until nightfall,” continued the Chief, whose ashen face now had some understandable context. “Use everything you have learned, and good luck.”

As the feed cut back to the logic game. Dante shut down his visor and made for his kitchen. Games wouldn’t cut it now—he needed sedatives, and a lot of them. He could already feel the pounding of his heart, the quickness of his breaths as thoughts tumbled uninvited into his mind, images, memories.

The catacombs, the forest, and now the Scar. The Fates had a perverse sense of humour.

Not there was any such a thing as ‘the Fates’.

A single ten-gramme tab was the recommended dosage, so he gulped back three, then two more to counteract his mother’s genetic blessings. As they slid down his throat, he eyed one of the herbal bars Joel had smuggled in a couple of months back. While Byron preached restraint and only supplied Dante with a healthy prescription, the redheaded raven was more than happy to slip him some ‘alternative remedies’, as he called them.

Dante slammed the cupboard door before temptation overwhelmed him. One thing at a time, he told himself. Maybe, if he was still feeling anxious in half an hour, he would consider it. For now, he would try to relax and let the first batch of sedatives do their job. It was the responsible thing to do.

But, even as he settled down and returned to manipulating virtual shapes, he found his thoughts wandering. Rembrandt Payne was troubled. He didn’t want to send his initiates into the Scar. It was a compromise after a day of compromises. Something—someone—had pushed him to make those changes.

A row of green squares vanished. It couldn’t be Seelie. Back when the Sophists turned on the Donara, Seelie stayed its hand to avoid a ‘diplomatic incident’, which was exactly what this would cause. But if it wasn’t Seelie, then who was it? Who had that kind of power over Rembrandt Payne? Power enough to override even Seelie’s orders?

Then a bundle of blue blocks fell onto the screen and, for a single instant, Dante saw a face from a forgotten painting, a portrait of a woman majestic in form, a queen whose cascading hair framed sapphires eyes that gleamed with untold knowledge.

Dante ripped the visor from his face and tossed it onto his bedside cabinet, where it landed next to the Theatre’s crystal.

Their crystal! Of course! He didn’t need to go to the Scar. He had quit in the middle of his exams and returned home, crystal in hand. All his worries were for nothing. He was safe.
Or was he? What if this was all a part of their plan? After all, who else could have such influence over Rembrandt Payne but the Saptamatrikas themselves? What if this was Dante’s final test? His final chance to prove himself?

And it wasn’t as if it would be difficult. Dante knew the Scar better than most and, thanks to his cloak, the Sophists would never know he was there. He could sneak in, prove to the City and its avatar that he could overcome his childish fears, and be done with this constant struggle for acknowledgement within the hour.

Relaxed at last, he closed his eyes.

~*~

The forest rose around him, shrouded in twilight. Once, its trees had been alive, vibrant with colour, but now the fires had claimed their lives, scorched them black and twisted their branches into misshapen hands, petrified fingers grasping skyward for rejuvenation from an absent god. The earth crunched beneath him, each footstep bringing him closer to the light at the end of the darkness, each breath bringing him closer to the music, to the Song.

Twelve notes, repeated. Then, as the forest thinned out, words.

Erebus, hear our call; free our souls from these chains…

Dante looked towards the light, but instead of the life-giving Sun, he found the death-bringing Theia, her cracked eye wide, watching down on the fog-soaked clearing, on the shadows dancing, the woman singing.

Erebus, hear our call; purge our souls with your flames…

Dante ran, and he didn’t stop running. He ran, even as his limbs screamed for mercy. He ran, even as the forest fell into night and into shadow. It was the only thing he could do; it was the only thing he knew how to do.

Dante ran, and he didn’t stop running. Not until he reached—

Dante?

He turned at the sound of her voice, the projection of his name across the aether.

Dante!

We shouldn’t bother him, said Katrina. Besides, I don’t feel comfortable taking him with us.

We’re taking him, said Emily, then called his name again.

“What?” he replied.

Emily spun about, her pale-winter eyes wide in surprise. “Since when were you out here?” she asked. “Were you hiding under that cloak again?”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

The sound of a door sliding open caught her attention and, as she turned to the source, she brought the vague world around her into focus. They were standing outside their apartment and Hermia, Horatio and Denny had just stepped out the front door. Hermia looked tougher than usual, her muscles defined, her Malkuthian tan deep, while Horatio’s skin almost seemed to sparkle in the sunlight, a bronze statue of strength and vitality. Denny hid behind them, encased in shadow.

“Hello, Emily,” said Hermia, flashing her perfect smile, “Kat. I hope the two of you are ready for the last exam because it is the toughest we have ever faced! I expect your best, for the sake of Lucretia House!”

The trio walked off down the path, towards the south gate presently but a blur on an impressionist horizon. Emily raised an eyebrow. “I guess they don’t expect much of you, Dante. About time you proved them wrong, don’t you think?”

The air around Katrina rippled with a grumble as she crossed her arms and huffed. Emily gave her a disapproving look. Kat was looking like her mother again, all stern-eyed and serious, a responsible adult babysitting wayward orphans.

“Kat thinks you should stay at home,” said Emily.

Kat frowned. She had her reasons, and they were good ones, but this wasn’t the time or the place to worry about the past.

It was, after all, only a dream.

“I’ll be okay,” he replied, earning a smile of approval from Emily, whom he presumed a subconscious representation of Malkuth.

Kat’s frown deepened. She was his past. “If you say so.”

Their attention turned to the balconies above where a figure lifted a hand in greeting. Byron d’Arcadie came into focus a true lothario of a man, his skin like polished brass, the silk strands of his earthen hair fluttering in the breeze as he slouched over his balcony, like some self-proclaimed prophet about to charm a legion of adoring followers.

“Ah, what good fortune!” he called down. “Are you perchance preparing for our final trial, or have you decided it too risky a proposition?” He then noticed Dante and screwed up his face in confusion. “Orpheus? Since when did you abandon your abode?”

Dante shrugged. What did Byron symbolise, anyway? Katrina was his past, and Emily was his future, so did that make Byron the present? No, it couldn’t. Byron d’Arcadie represented something—someone—else: someone as equally pretentious and undeserving of the praised heaped upon him.

“At any rate, I was making preparations, if you’d care to join?” said the subconscious representation of Dante’s father.

The girls looked at one another, shared a shrug, and headed inside. Dante followed.

“I’m glad I’m not the only one willing to face these dangers,” said Byron, as they entered the second floor apartment. “I have heard this is a challenge saved for the First Class during their final exams, as one last hurdle before our captious tutors are willing to provide their sponsorship to the Academy.”

He ushered them into the lounge. As the vague shapes of Dante’s memory condensed into detail, he saw Byron had moulded the tabletop into a replica of the Scar and its surrounding area. He’d even marked out standard Sophist patrol routes. Typical; Byron always had to be one step ahead of him, always had to know everything there was to know. Dante noticed the admiration in Emily’s eyes, the way they brought the poet to vivid life—and the feeling was mutual. When Byron looked at Emily, she sparkled, her hair radiant with colour, her lips full, her—

Dante turned away. He didn’t want to think about Emily in that way. She wasn’t Kaori Shimomura, who fed on the lustful looks of others like some kind of succubus, or she would have dressed the part. Hoping to ignore the projections of Byron’s desires—and his warbling about his grand schemes for infiltrating the Scar—he turned his attention to the kitchen. It might only be a dream, but he could still feel the sedatives weighing down on him, trying to lull him into sleep. Caffeine would put a stop to that—or, at least, the idea of caffeine. Ideas, after all, had power.

Ideas didn’t much help his simple intentions, however. At one point, thanks in part to Katrina’s attention clarifying the details in front of him, he found himself trying to pour water into the idea of a kettle, rather than the actual thing. The real kettle, it turned out, wasn’t where he’d expected it to be—dream logic, he assumed, as he rectified his mistake. Once he had his coffee, he chanced the lounge again. Byron was still gesticulating away.

“The Sophist presence underground is minimal compared to the surface,” he said. “It really is the best way.”

Katrina shook her head. “We’d get lost without specific directions. We should cross into the Fourth Circle,” she pointed to Byron’s map, where the Scar enveloped the wall separating the Fourth and Fifth Circles of Malkuth. Torsten itself had started life at the gate between the two—a gate now hidden beneath the Scar’s hideous firmament. “There’s a crack in the south side of the Scar, about ten metres up. It’ll get us inside no problem.”

“We would be frightfully vulnerable whilst climbing,” said Byron, as Dante strode into the circle of seating with his mug of coffee. “My route would give us the greatest chance of entering unseen.”

Kat shrugged. “Then go your way. No one said we had to team up.”

“But my dear Katrina, team work is of the essence when it comes to impressing Seelie! Our skills would be better combined, not torn apart.”

“So, who were you planning on teaming up with before we showed up?” asked Emily.

Byron tugged at his earring. “Why, Orpheus, of course. I assumed him in his room.”

Dante grinned. It wasn’t often he had the chance to speak back to Byron, and doing so in the real world would result in a blistering parry, but here, in dreams, Byron lacked the wit of his real life counterpart. For once, Dante could indulge in his fantasy. “You assumed wrong,” he said, and swigged back a mouthful his coffee. He savoured the taste.

“Eh?” It was the sound of his three housemates, looking to one another in expectation of an answer, an explanation, perhaps, for Dante’s sudden show of confidence. He was about to think of a second, sharper barb, when he realised what had really caught their attention.

“Certainly,” said the poet, raising an eyebrow, “when I assumed you incompetent.”

His attention was focused on a splash of water on the floor behind Dante—a mouthful, nothing more. Emily and Katrina had turned their attentions elsewhere.

To his bedroom door.

Katrina was typing in the all-access code her mother gave her.

Byron stroked his chin. “Really, I must apologise, Orpheus. I had no idea you could astrally pro—”

~*~

The door slid open the same instant Dante’s projection vanished and his mug of unboiled water clattered to the floor. Emily was a step behind Katrina as she barrelled into their housemate’s room, just as the real Dante jerked awake from his trance. Emily hurried to his side; sudden snapbacks from the aethereal realm were never a pleasant experience, but she had the skills to soothe them. Her mother had taught her well.

Kat hovered over her shoulder, a worried look on her face. “Is he okay?”

“He should be. It’s like when you wake up from a crazy dream. Takes a minute or so to readjust.” She brushed Dante’s sweat-soaked hair out of his face. “Are you okay, Dante?”

His dark eyes trembled, still caught into the midst of a dream. “I—” He struggled to form words. “I’ve got … got to save—”

Emily frowned; he should have emerged by now, and his words sounded just the wrong side of tipsy. She looked to Katrina, but she was already rummaging through Dante’s kitchen for the culprit. A moment later, Byron strode into the room and fished out a small box from one of the cabinets. He looked inside and grimaced.

“I only gave you these last week, Orpheus. How many have you—”

Before he could finish, Katrina snatched the drugs and glared at them with a menace that filled the room with unseen flames—a glare she quickly turned on Byron. “You gave him these? You?”

He raised his hands in futile defence. “They’re for his anxiety issues. They’re harmless, really. Well, when taken in modera—”

Katrina slammed the packet into Byron’s stomach. “You’d better have a detox,” she said, “or I’ll ask my mother for one.”

He didn’t need a second warning and returned to the room with the palm-sized device. After fiddling with the controls, he offered it to Kat, who snatched it away and placed it against Dante’s neck. With a short hiss, the modern day medical miracle injected a stream of elixium into his blood stream. Emily had witnessed the procedure a hundred times before: when the Cities offered you an easy escape from the teetering edge of drug abuse, it was only a matter of time before that solution became an addiction itself.

“It’ll take about half an hour before he’s clean,” said Byron, dropping his pompous facade. “I couldn’t account for his exact dosage. It could have been ten milligrammes, it could have been fifty.”

Katrina returned the detox. “You’d better hope it’s not bad,” she said, “and that I never find drugs in his possession again. He has enough of a problem with the caffeine.”

With that, Byron shuffled from the room, an impotent shadow of his usual self. Emily and Katrina turned their attentions back to Dante, whose groggy complexion showed some early signs of awareness. Katrina took Emily’s place at his side and grasped his hand.

“Just relax, okay?” she said. “Let the detox do its work.”

Back in the lounge, the dark clouds of her sour mood returned in force, and Emily was glad Byron saw the sense to hide in his room. “I should have seen it coming,” she said as she stomped around the room. “This whole day, it’s just—what are they thinking? We’re not ready for the Scar. Dante isn’t ready for the Scar.”

Emily remained silent. She had her theories, but how could she hope to explain them? “Oh, I’m sorry, Kat, I made a bargain with the Sidhe to hide from my past, and now they’re sending us into the Scar because I’m too scared to return the favour.”

“Maybe they want to fast-track our Academy applications,” she offered, reaching for the obvious assumption. “I mean, Byron said this was something the First Class did at the end of their final exams, right?”

Kat stopped pacing and punched her palm. Anger and frustration flushed her tawny cheeks red, contorting her face into something quite unlike the cheerful photographer all the orphans saw as their big sister. She looked ready to explode.

And then the rage fled like a summer’s storm, leaving nothing behind but a damp trickle of tears. “This isn’t fair,” she said. “I don’t want to see anybody else die.”

“I don’t think things are quite that bad,” said Emily. The Scar was a frightening place, and the thought of Sophist internment even more so, but neither carried the penalty of death. At least, not as far as Emily knew.

“Aren’t they?”

Emily picked Dante’s mug off the lounge floor. The carpet had already cleaned itself of the spillage. That he had even carried it all the way from the kitchen was hard to believe, but today was one of those days. “Is there something you’re not telling me?” she asked Kat.

Kat reached up and twirled a rogue strand of chestnut hair around her finger. “I—I’m not supposed to talk about it,” she said. “Phoe would kill me. We don’t have confirmation on anything. She hates it when we get things wrong.”

“If it’s a matter of life and death, I’d rather know.” Emily placed the mug on the table, next to Byron’s diorama of the Scar, and sat down on the sofa. “I can make my own conclusions.”

Kat sat opposite her. Her brow glistened with sweat. She reached out for her synthetic pet and scratched behind its ears. “Last night, we … we got word that Seelie is sending us to a training facility after our exams are over.”

“A what?” Emily was glad she had sat down.

Kat’s eyes flicked to Byron’s door, and she lowered her voice, just in case. “I don’t know the details. Annie’s had her brother looking into it. She’s been awake all night trying to work it out. All we know is that it’s an island called Avalon, somewhere out in the south-west, well beyond the walls.”

It sounded too unreal to be true. “Do you know when this order came in?” she asked.

“Phoe doesn’t think it was long before we heard about it. We didn’t believe it at first, but when Princess Phantasia showed up and the Chief announced our assignment for the day…”

Veritas didn’t like to be wrong, after all, and they had been very wrong about the day’s trials. “Nice of you to share the news,” said Emily, knowing how un-Emily her tone was, but unable to keep it quiet. “This anything to do with Rogan’s interrogation earlier?”

Kat blushed. “About that. It—it’s not Phoe’s fault. She just … she just wanted to be sure of something, that’s all. And she’s worried about, well, all of this. Especially now they’re sending us into the Scar. She thinks they might be preparing for another war.”

That still didn’t explain why Phoenix tried to interrogate her, but it seemed her reasons were a touchy subject. No doubt she figured Emily a key figure in the conspiracies her paranoia cooked up. It wasn’t far from the truth.

Emily rubbed her shoulder. “If they are, I guess it won’t matter how the Sophists react to all this. I doubt Seelie cares much for local politics when the fate of the world is at stake.”

“I guess so.” Kat twisted her lips and continued to tug at her hair. Emily wanted to change the subject, to talk about something relaxing, something that wouldn’t leave either of them on edge, but her own head was such a mess of anxieties she couldn’t hope to find the right thread. She wasn’t like her mother. Aliana Adel would know just the thing to say at a time like this. She always did. It was her job—and a job she had always hoped her daughter would avoid.

What would Leira do? Emily thought to herself.

Ten minutes later, they were sipping green tea—a far better answer to stress than any of Byron’s drugs, they agreed—when Dante shuffled in and collapsed on the empty sofa between them.

“I told you to relax,” said Kat.

“I’m relaxed,” he replied.

Kat frowned. “It takes longer than that to detox, Dante.”

Longer for ordinary people, at least. Emily got up to pour him a mug of tea. For someone like her, drugs only provided a temporary experience. It was why she never accepted drank alcohol: once her body knew a drug, it killed it dead. A Maiden’s blessing.

“How much did you take?” asked Kat, as Emily handed him his tea. He eyed it suspiciously—it wasn’t his usual coffee—but accepted it none the less.

“Not enough,” he replied.

From the hard line of Katrina’s frown, it was obvious she was struggling to hold back her temper. “Going by the state you were in when we found you…”

“I was tired. It’s been a long day.”

“And the last time you had a decent night’s sleep?”

“I slept an hour last night,” he said, “and three the night before.”

Kat turned away with a frustrated sigh, though the roll of her eyes said she wasn’t surprised. Given the permanent bags under his eyes, neither was Emily. She sat down next to him and touched the back of his hand, hoping her reassurance might somehow help his body’s fight against the sedatives. In truth, she wanted to ask how he managed to astrally project despite his disbelief in such things, but now was not the time. Instead, she gestured towards Byron’s diorama and asked, “You think you’re up to it then? Kat’s got everything planned out already.”

“No,” Kat cut in without a moment’s pause. “Not in his condition.”

But, unlike her, Emily knew there was no room for argument. Dante had to enter the Scar. They all did. The Sidhe had set this up, just as they had set up their exams—and just as they had set up their trip to a Seelie training facility. They were all ways for them to gather information, ways for them to find whatever it was they were searching for. Emily herself was another.

And Emily did not want that responsibility. She knew the consequences. The Scar might be troublesome, and it might even be dangerous, but it was better than the alternative. Better for her, better for everybody—especially Dante.

Thankfully, he was on her side. “I’ll be fine,” he said, waving aside Katrina’s concern.

“And he’ll have us to look after him,” said Emily, her smile doing little to dent Katrina’s scowl.

With the sound of his door sliding shut, Byron added, “And myself, too, of course. It was my folly that brought this drama about, so I feel it only appropriate I make amends.”

Trust Byron to take advantage of the situation to promote his own chivalry—not that Emily could ever hate him for it. For all his posturing, she knew he had a good heart. After all, she wasn’t always such a pleasant person herself.

Katrina sighed in defeat, her anger for the day spent. “Can we at least wait until he’s detoxed?”

“If you must,” said Byron, snatching up one of the model peacekeepers from the diorama. “But let us not forget that it is only a matter of time before Astrid Guirlande brings her father’s justice down upon us all.”

~*~

Oscar York strode out of the forest with his chin held high and a spring in his step. Had he known things would turn out like this at the start of the day, he wouldn’t have expended so much effort on Seelie’s trials—that last one especially. One of these days, he thought, he might meet a princess who wasn’t a crazy person attached to the body of a goddess. And that Phantasia had been crazier than Ceres Mendoza and Astrid Guirlande combined.

Still, at least he had impressed Natalia Espinosa enough to bring another shard of light to Seelie’s prismatic scoresheet. The glistening crystal would serve as an excellent keepsake to remind him this very special day.

The day Oscar York brought Seelie to its knees.

And who could have thought it would be this easy? After all these years, Rembrandt Payne had offered his guilt on a platter, soaked in the juices of the day’s questionable activities. Now all Oscar had to do was serve the incriminating meal to his father with a side helping of I-told-you-so sauce. Delicious.

“But make haste, Oscar,” he told himself, “or the lovely Ms Guirlande might beat you to it—and there’s nothing more unappetising than second-hand scraps.”

He was jogging through the Theatre gates when a voice called his name.

His real name. The one no one outside of his household knew.

“Ah, I’m so pleased to make your acquaintance,” said the stranger. With his almond skin and vivid mane of green hair, he looked Donaran, and he had the same emerald eyes of their royal bloodline.

“Hello, friend,” Oscar replied, raising a hand in greeting, “and how might I help you on this most glorious of days?” Every bone in his body wanted to loathe this newcomer: he was too attractive, his chest too toned, his voice too mesmerising. It was as if someone had sculpted the perfect form to lead his lusts astray.

“I was hoping I could help you, actually,” the stranger replied, his smile a devious crescent, his pearlescent fangs hungry for flesh. “You see, I understand you are on your way to reveal our schemes to your masters, and we would very much prefer it if you would reconsider.”

“Well, I—” the words ceased the moment his brain registered what, exactly, the stranger had just said. “I—how do you know?” He took a step away—not that it made any difference—and glanced around for Seelie spies. His father warned him that the war-mongering organisation could be a tricksy bunch, able to read a person’s intentions from subtle clues, before claiming it some sort of magic skill. Oscar always thought it some paranoid superstition, the mad ramblings of a man who spent too much of his time surrounded by religious zealots. Now he wondered otherwise.

The stranger clasped his hands together. “You’ve been awfully vocal about it, I must say. As me beloved might say, the world only knows what you want it to know, and you, my dear friend, are quite eager for the world to acknowledge your cunning greatness.”

Oscar tried to deny himself a smile, but the stranger’s words cut deep and pierced his heart with a pleasurable thrust. “Why, yes, of course. I thought it quite—I mean, I…”

If his delighted grin was anything to go by, the stranger found Oscar’s blundering most amusing, maybe even attractive. Oscar felt his cheeks burning with embarrassment as those emerald eyes swept over him, relishing every morsel of his mortal flesh. Oscar could only return the favour. O brave new world, that has such people in’t!

“And once you have told your masters all about our schemes,” said the stranger, “they will descend upon the Scar like a pack of ravenous beasts, yes?”

“Absolutely! Seelie must pay for its crimes.” Oscar blinked. Why was he even saying these things?

The smile grew ever larger, its teeth ever sharper. Oscar would have offered his body to an orgy of evisceration, if only the stranger would ask for it. “It would cause us no end of trouble. Chaos, you might say.”

Oscar nodded. “It would bring down the fires of chaos like stars from the sky. Rembrandt Payne will fall to his knees and beg for mercy. Ceres Mendoza will fall to her knees and—” He cleared his throat; where was this coming from?

“Chaos and passion in equal measure!” said the stranger, clapping his hands with a cry of delight. “Ah, Oscar York, you are truly a man after my own heart!”

“Why, eh, thank you, good sir!”

Oscar looked around him. He was standing just outside the Theatre gates, with no idea as to why he stopped—especially when he carried such conclusive evidence of Seelie’s corruption! With chin held high and a spring in his step, he started for home.

11: For a Father's Approval



Oscar caught his reflection in the hexagonal frame of his cellular and noticed a scowl blemishing his handsome face. He forced a smile; one could never tell what judgements the Malkuthian mirror was making in secret, what information it fed to its Seelie masters. Oscar couldn’t wait to be rid of it.

“Your tea, Master York.”

With a bow, his ageing butler placed a tray of refreshments on the Pembroke table. Oscar smiled his thanks and poured himself a cup of Earl Grey from the china teapot. Unlike those ignorant peons clogging up the catacombs, feasting on bacon bushes and mutton mushrooms, the Aristocracy only dined on natural produce, imported, if required, from the farthest reaches of the world. Let the paupers have their synthetic mockeries! It was only a matter of time before some genetic defect in the production line poisoned the lot of them, and then they would wish they had embraced the Aristocracy’s altruistic offers of salvation when they had the chance.

Salvation. The priests thought it some kind of spiritual escape from an ever-spinning wheel of rebirth. Oscar thought it Earl Grey tea and ginger biscuits for dunking. He gobbled one down in a single bite, letting the crumbs cascade down his chin and settle on his rich velvet waistcoat. Playing along with the Church was a small price to pay for that luxury.

Maybe he could introduce Ceres Mendoza to such delights once she was a faithful servant of the York family. After spending her life on a diet of bugs and berries, she could do with a nice steak, juicy and rare. Oscar would be more than happy to oblige her curiosity. Yes, she could definitely do with a good mouthful...

The clunk of a door closing shook Oscar from his reverie. He stood with a start, almost spilling tea over his crotch, and swiped the crumbs from his clothes. By the time his father’s personal assistant, Erlea, raised her tourmaline eyes to meet his, he was, once again, a dashing example of untainted manhood.

“Your father will see you now,” she said, her voice soft as a summer breeze and tinted with her tribe’s foreign accent. Brushing a rogue strand of hyacinth-blue hair behind one of her mutilated ears, she smiled, hid her lingering gaze behind her delicate copper eyelids. Oscar wanted to reach out and stroke a finger against those blushing cheeks, to run it along her sweet lips and then down, down until her whimpers begged him to stop but her groans suggested otherwise—but Oscar knew his place. Resisting the urge, he plucked up his cellular and returned Erlea’s smile.

“Then I had better not keep him waiting,” he said. Erlea stepped aside with a bow. She knew what he wanted from her, and he knew she would gladly give him it if she could, but, like Oscar, Erlea knew her place—subservient to the man waiting behind those heavy rosewood doors.

With cropped hair and a trimmed moustache, Basil York was everything the wild and immature Rembrandt Payne was not. And, unlike Seelie’s puppet, who cluttered his office with technological temptations and childish trinkets, Lord York surrounded himself with only the finest of treasures, from classical artwork excavated from Old World tombs to the stuffed trophies of successful hunts, their vacant faces mounted alongside the knives, spears and longbows that brought their mundane lives to an end.

“Your son, M’lord,” said Erlea, before excusing herself from their presence.

Lord York jabbed his pen into a well of ink. “What is it this time?” His  words were like the crack of a whip, always sharp, always impatient, always ready for the next strike. “I have a busy schedule, so make it quick.”

Oscar swallowed hard. This was the third time today he had faced that cold stare, the third time today he approached that desk to justify the responsibility his father placed upon his shoulders. The first time, he thought Rembrandt Payne’s initial proclamation—that the Aristocracy had lied about the incident with the Donara, six years ago—would be evidence enough of Seelie’s treacherous scheming. Instead, his father had dismissed it as mere words. Oscar needed something more concrete, he said, something the town council could not just sweep aside, that would anger them enough to chase Seelie out of Torsten forever.

Oscar thought he had just the thing when he discovered forbidden technology in the Theatre’s basement, but his father found fault with that, too. Apparently, the Aristocracy’s lawyers had tried to pull Seelie up on that one before, but Payne had twisted the wording of the council’s sanctions to his advantage.

“Do you honestly think a man like him would hand us his guilt on a platter?” York had said, sneering at his son as if he were a shit-stained rat.

Well, this time he had. This time, Rembrandt Payne was instructing his students to subvert Aristocracy authority and infiltrate a restricted area. It was just what the Aristocracy needed to validate their long-held suspicions that Seelie created the Scar. After fourteen years, the people of Torsten would finally know who to blame for all the lives lost to that hideous monument.

And it was Oscar York who held the truth. The Seelie cellular almost slipped from his sweaty fingers as he placed it on his father’s desk.

“What have I told you about bringing that disgusting thing into my office?” said his father, prodding it with the end of his pen.

“W-we received another assignment,” said Oscar, his fingers trembling as he sought to play the incriminating message. “Rembrandt Payne wishes us to—” he gulped “to enter the Scar.”

Lord York’s attention snapped from his work to the hexagonal screen, brow furrowing with rage as Rembrandt Payne made his controversial announcement. Before the virtual memory even had chance to finish, Oscar’s father was on his feet and stuffing the cellular into his jacket pocket.

“I shall inform the Director at once,” he said. “Today, I bring Seelie to its knees.”

~*~

“Orders direct from the Founding Father, Ma’am,” said the guard.

Astrid looked to Elizabeth and Vesperia. Their shared bewilderment confirmed she wasn’t hearing things. “Orders from the Founding Father?” she asked. She could hardly believe it herself.

“Yes, Ma’am. Came through an hour ago.”

“And did the orders state why?”

The peacekeeper looked around Astrid’s age. She figured him fresh out of his apprenticeship. They often sent the new recruits to guard the Scar as few people dared to trouble the desolate ruins and the conditions themselves posed something of an endurance test. Astrid herself felt uncomfortable just standing in their vicinity, a dryness in the air that itched the back of her throat.

“He believes it a sign of goodwill,” replied the guard. “We need to cooperate with Seelie if Torsten is to prosper.”

The way Elizabeth’s face contorted said it all. “Cooperate with Seelie?” she spluttered. “I think you should reconsider who sent those orders!”

The guard lifted his chin, his eyes staring out into space. “They carried the Father’s seal, Ma’am. I’m just doing my job.”

Astrid clenched a fist in front of her mouth and thought through the things that had led to this strange turn of events. It had been a long day, and her father had warned her to stay on her toes. “Be careful who you trust,” he told her that morning, before she left for the Theatre, “and remember to question everything.”

Question everything, the credo of Hagia Sophia herself.

“Your Highness,” Vesperia’s cool voice cut through her thoughts, “over there.” She gestured toward the border wall that protected Torsten from the southern wilderness—and the two girls slipping past Aristocracy security with a minimum of effort.

“It—it’s those witches!” Elizabeth cried, faced flushing with anger as she realised the identity of the two trespassers. She seized the young guard by his wrist. “You! Isn’t it your job to stop those hylics?”

The peacekeeper cast a lazy glance towards the two girls, now scaling the Scar’s side. From his lack of reaction, Astrid presumed him a conscript—someone with direct ties to the nobility would have baulked, as Elizabeth did, at the sight of a magenta-haired Donaran and her golden-haired lover ignoring Sophist jurisdiction. “Orders direct from the Founding Father, Ma’am,” he reminded her.

Elizabeth turned away, the mere sight of Ceres Mendoza and Korrie-Anne Wedekind an offence on her senses. Astrid squeezed her hand for support, then took a step toward the gate.

“I’m going after them,” she announced. It wasn’t what she had planned to do when she first received Rembrandt Payne’s message, but she knew she had to show initiative if she was to earn her father’s approval. Simply reporting every little misdemeanour, as Elizabeth would have her do, achieved nothing.

Question everything.

It didn’t take long for Elizabeth to stammer her protest. “We can’t go in there! It’s forbidden for a reason. It could be a trap!” She pawed at Astrid’s arm with her delicate, blue-tipped fingers. “There are things in there! Tell her!” she said the guard, as his companion moved to unlock the gate. “Tell Princess Astrid of the things that dwell inside that—that tomb!”

The guard shrugged. “Orders direct from the Founding Father, Ma’am.”

The gate swung open and Astrid stepped through to the other side of the mesh fencing the Aristocracy used to keep trespassers at bay. Judging from its ragged condition and the numerous repairs jobs, however, it looked about as effective at keeping people out as the current crop of peacekeepers.

Elizabeth’s protests continued as they entered the ruins, and it was easy to why: the Scar consumed a good forty acres of land, if not more, and the surrounding streets were a ruin of hollowed husks and skeletal structures overrun with weeds. Astrid picked her way around the wreckage, following what remained of an old road that ran all the way into the Scar’s ashen roots. It appeared to end at some kind of gate, a door as tall as it was wide.

Elizabeth clung to Astrid’s arm. She was a pretty and intelligent young woman, but years of Aristocracy teachings had left her anxious and overly paranoid. “I don’t like it, Princess. Why would somebody build a door into that horrible thing? Let’s go back. Please?”

Astrid shook her head. Maybe it was her desire to learn more of Seelie’s motives, so she could impress her father, or maybe it was her own Sophian curiosity, her longing to learn what, exactly, lay beneath the Scar’s walls, but she couldn’t turn back now. She had too many questions, and so few answers.

Vesperia, ever willing to throw herself into danger to protect her friends, darted ahead to scout out the roots and their shadows. She might have only been a child when the Firenze family adopted her, but she still had that spark of vagrant strength about her, a natural capacity for survival that pampered nobles like Astrid and Elizabeth sorely lacked. And, unlike her friends, whose noble status required them dress well and in the finest of fashions, Vesperia could wear what she chose. Elizabeth often accused her of dressing like a boy, but her simple clothes had their advantages—especially when it came to poking around decrepit ruins.

She returned from her reconnaissance with a frown. “I could find no way to open the doors,” she said.

Astrid glanced toward the wall. The witches had long disappeared from view, but it was clear that they knew of a way in through the Scar’s shell. Astrid opted to follow their lead.

“We should leave them to rot,” said Elizabeth, shying away as Vesperia scouted out their path. “Let the Agnoia claim them, and anyone else stupid enough to go in there. I—I bet that’s what the Father intended all along!”

But Astrid knew her father would have warned her were the case, so either there was some other force at work, or Hierodula was plotting behind the Director’s back. Given that at least half a dozen local nobles wanted rid of the Guirlande family, it wouldn’t have surprised her if he was. The royal bloodline had few allies. Everyone else was eager to entomb Hagia Sophia’s teachings beneath layer upon layer of ‘personal contributions’. The unlearned mind couldn’t handle the truth, the Founding Fathers insisted.

Astrid wondered if the architects behind the Scar had similar reasons for entombing a portion of Torsten beneath a grey dome of interlocking fibres. Up close, she could see how they wove together down to the smallest of levels, threads within threads within threads, all of them hard as stone. It seemed impossible, and the more Astrid saw, the more she wanted to peer inside.

This time, Vesperia returned with a confident look on her face—not that Vesperia was one to show much emotion, but Astrid had known her long enough to recognise the subtle upturn in her frown and the way she held her friend’s gaze as she spoke. “There appears to be a sizable crack in the Scar a short climb from the wall,” she said.

“You make it sound easy,” said Elizabeth, refusing to let go of Astrid’s arm. “Princess, what’s say we stay here while Vespie has a quick look inside?”

Much to her handmaiden’s constant distress, however, Astrid was not one to change her mind on a whim. She gestured Vesperia to lead the way.

The Scar had consumed the border wall like some kind of invasive weed. Once the girls reached the battlements, they could see how the mysterious dome spilled over into the Fourth Circle, digging its roots into the dirt and leaving the land devoid of life for a good two-hundred feet or more. From their vantage point, they could also see the path the two witches had followed, winding its way up the unnatural hillside and ending at a darkened crevice.

It was an easy climb, despite Elizabeth’s complaints, and they soon stood by the hidden entrance. Astrid peered into the gloom, hoping to glimpse the town’s greatest secret, but the burgeoning eclipse was taking its toll on the daylight—though, for a place like the Scar, the unnatural dusk seemed eerily natural.

Vesperia was first inside, Seelie cellular at hand to light the way. Astrid followed her lead. For a moment, it looked as if Elizabeth would wait outside, but then she remembered her duty to Astrid and climbed after them.

The tunnel was shorter than Astrid had expected and, after a short crawl that left her arms grazed and her skirt torn, she caught her first glimpse of the hidden world awaiting them.

“What’s wrong, Princess?” asked Elizabeth from the tunnel behind her. “Should we turn back? Oh, please don’t tell me to turn back. I’ve already ripped my dress, and my knees are little better.”

A small sacrifice, thought Astrid as she pulled herself out of the tunnel. Below her, the Fourth Wall continued unabated. Vesperia was already by its battlements, her dark form blending into the shadows as she took in the scene below. Astrid climbed down to join her.

“I have heard many stories,” said Vesperia, “but I did not expect something like this.”

The dome rose around them, up to a cracked oculus at its centre, where eclipse-dimmed sunlight fell over forgotten streets and abandoned houses, perfectly preserved save for the carcasses of trees atop their roofs, their branches reaching towards the eye of light like hands clamouring for God’s restorative touch.

“What an awful place,” said Elizabeth, as she climbed down to the wall. The crawl had dishevelled the hair she spent so long styling, and the touch of the pale sunlight caused her skin to shine against the surrounding gloom. Astrid took her hand and pulled her into cover before anyone could spot her.

“Well, they do call it a tomb,” said Astrid. She turned to Vesperia, who was studying a nearby circle of houses cast in a mysterious blue light. “Do you really think Seelie did this?” she asked.

“It is hard to tell,” Vesperia replied. “But I am certain that these are no ordinary ruins.”

Elizabeth huffed. “I think that much is obvious,” she said, her voice echoing around the battlements. Vesperia shushed her with a sharp look, and she continued with a whisper, “This place is probably some sort of shrine to the—the”—she gulped—“the A—Agnoia.”

Astrid took her friend’s trembling hand. The Founding Fathers’ indoctrination burned deep. “We’ll be all right, Lizzie,” she said, forcing a hopeful smile.

Vesperia gestured for silence. A moment later, a high-pitched squeal echoed through the streets below.

“Ceerie! Ceerie! Look what I found!” said Korrie-Anne Wedekind, her grating voice like that of a petulant child. The Donaran’s voice mumbled a reply. “But I want to keep it,” replied her partner. “Let me keep it, Ceerie, pleeease?”

Elizabeth snuck closer to Astrid, her whole body shaking, her jaw clenched tight with anger, frustration towards the two hedonistic hylics. Astrid clenched her hand, for what little good it would do.

Vesperia, meanwhile, was already scouting the way ahead. Astrid often wondered if she was afraid of anything.

“There is a stairway about thirty feet away,” she said, returning a moment later.

The same path the witches took, no doubt. Astrid felt Elizabeth tense up at the implication. At least, she reasoned, they could keep their distance, hide in the plentiful shadows—just as Seelie would expect of them, as ironic a twist as it was. And maybe, while they were there, they could watch Ceres and Korrie-Anne trigger the Founding Father’s trap.

Assuming, of course, there was such a thing.

It was as they set foot in the alleyway below the wall that Astrid began to doubt her decision. There was something in the air, a cold, deathly feeling that prickled her skin, and a layer of dust seemed to coat everything in sight like some kind of ashen frost. Elizabeth, clinging now to Astrid’s waist, brushed her fingertip across a window, then swallowed back a squeal as the dirt raced to fill the gap like a thousand tiny insects. Vesperia threw her a disappointed frown.

“Why are we even here, Princess?” Elizabeth whispered. “It’s cold and its dark, my knees are bleeding and my feet hurt and—” she stifled a sob, “I—I’m scared.”

“We need to know what’s going on,” said Astrid, as much for her own sake as Elizabeth’s. She could feel her father’s hand on her shoulder, encouraging her. Stay strong, it said; do not feed the shadows with your fears. He would—no, he did understand why she was doing this, and he had every faith in her success. “We need to know the truth.”

After a short while sneaking through dark alleyways, the girls came within sight of the houses Vesperia had spotted from atop the wall. The haze of blue light illuminated a stirring mist that played about the streets. After a quick scan to make sure that no one was waiting to ambush them, Vesperia urged her friends onwards.

“Rembrandt Payne did not disclose the location of our crystals,” she said. “We must scour every possible location.”

“I didn’t come here to impress Seelie,” said Elizabeth.

“But what if they’re up to no good?” said Astrid. Seelie, she thought, or the Aristocracy. “Isn’t that worth the risk?”

“Maybe,” she mumbled. “But please, let’s make it quick. I’d rather spend a night in the catacombs than another ten minutes in this place.”

Vesperia darted ahead to take cover behind the walls surrounding the little estate. The houses themselves were of modern design, each one three storeys high and detached from its neighbours. Astrid reckoned there was probably eight or nine of them in the circle. As she slipped from shadow to shadow, she glimpsed a courtyard at their centre. The blue light appeared to be emanating from some kind of obelisk, about seven or eight feet tall.

“It looks like a monument,” said Vesperia, as the girls regrouped.

“Oh no.” Elizabeth’s dug her nails into Astrid’s skin. “This must be where they pray to the Agnoia. Those filthy rats sneak in beneath our noses and use this place to—to summon their evil gods! We should go somewhere else. Anywhere else.”

Her theory fit with the Founding Fathers’ teachings, but Astrid knew there was more to these things than they were willing to share, especially with teenage girls that had only reached Second Emanation. Her father, in his usual vague and indirect way, had assured her of that. “Let’s not jump to conclusions,” she said, wrapping her shawl around Elizabeth’s shoulders as the two of them took shelter in a nearby porch.

While Vesperia scouted out the courtyard, Astrid tested the front door handle, but it was locked.

“I bet they still live here,” whispered Elizabeth. “We’d do well to raze this whole cursed place to the ground.”

“With what?” asked Astrid.

Vesperia returned with news that the courtyard was clear, but there was no sign of their crystals. “However, I think you should take a look at the monument,” she said. “I do not think it an altar to any god.”

Despite Elizabeth’s apprehensions, Astrid decided to indulge her friend. The obelisk looked smaller than it did from a distance, its light seeming to dim the closer they got, never too bright to blind them but always enough to illuminate the immediate surroundings. Astrid figured it made from some kind of synthetic, bioluminescent stone. As she approached it, she noticed a list of names adorning its sides. Some of them Astrid recognised: Armstrong, Eoghan, Ritches, Thorbjorn. Seelie names. The names of the dead.

“No doubt they were fools who sacrificed themselves to the Agnoia,” said Elizabeth. “Just like those Donaran witches.”

“Is that so?”

The girls turned in unison. There stood Ceres Mendoza, appearing as if from nowhere, her scowl one of utter contempt. She held a knife in her hand.

“Would you like to say that to my face, Lizzie?”

~*~

“I see.”

Director Guirlande sat back and closed his eyes. His weathered features, cracked and worn like the cover of an old tome, betrayed no hint of what he saw in Rembrandt Payne’s message. He almost looked as if he had fallen into an afternoon snooze—but then his eyes snapped open, a pair of ice-blue daggers that fixed upon Lord York with unnerving intensity. Oscar trembled.

“And you would have me take action, I presume?” said the Director. He had a low, gravelly voice with pitch-perfect enunciation, yet his lips scarcely moved as he spoke.

“Of course I would!” Lord York spluttered in disbelief. “This proves Seelie is as wretched and corrupt as the Donara, just as we always knew they were.”

Oscar kept to his father’s shadow. He felt more like an aide—like the turquoise-haired Donaran boy stood at the Director’s side—than the noble who had delivered the means of Seelie’s destruction. Just as his father hoarded the young and pretty servants, so too had he taken Oscar’s greatest accomplishment for his own. Was it any wonder Alexis abandoned them?

“The Donara harboured renegades,” said the Director. He was too calm, too sure of himself. Oscar’s eyes twitched from one corner of the office to other, expecting to find Astrid Guirlande mocking smirk looking back at him, but, other than the Director’s aide, they were alone.

“And thanks to your differing, they burned their sins to the ground before we could force them to stand trial,” said Lord York. He was putting on the same tone he used to address the town council. “Do not make the same mistake again.”

The Director steepled his fingers in front of him. “Very well, if it is an investigation you require, I shall arrange one.”

“It was your attempts at investigation that enabled the Donara to escape justice.”

“Then what would you have me do?” The Director raised a golden eyebrow. “Storm their headquarters? I would not fancy our chances.”

“Have the trespassers arrested, of course! They are only children. They would soon confess to Rembrandt Payne’s sins.”

The Director slipped once again into that momentary, sleep-like trance. “And you think Rembrandt Payne will sit idly by while we bring his charges into custody?” he asked upon his return.

“Why not? Rembrandt Payne is a coward! We moved against the Donara and he did nothing. They burned themselves to the ground, every woman and child, and he did nothing. If he was willing to sacrifice them to spare his reputation, what makes you think he would spare anybody else?”

If looks could kill, Basil York would have died on the spot. The Director’s silent reply seemed to please him. Wearing a grin that puffed out his cheeks, he tweaked his cufflinks. “Or perhaps there is something else that prevents you from taking direct action? Something other than fear of Seelie’s unlikely retaliation?”

Oscar inched further into his father’s shadow, hoping the Director might forget he was even there.

“And what,” said the Director, “are you so keen to insinuate, Lord York?”

“I noticed that I was the first to bring you this news, which leaves me to wonder where your daughter might be. Surely, as a loyal subject of the Founding Fathers, she should have raced here to tell us of this treachery?”

The Director remained silent.

“But still,” continued Lord York. “if you are not willing to act upon this information, I am certain there are others who would relish the chance. After all, Lord Hierodula well rewards those who present the heads of proven heretics.”

Oscar caught the blue-green eye of the Donaran aide, his doll-like face a blank canvas of emotion, oblivious to the battle before him. In the end, the two of them were nothing more than squires, witnesses to spread the tale of this epic clash between titanic men.

And given the deflated look on Rosencrantz Guirlande’s face, the way it aged ten—no, twenty—years in a single breath, his father had emerged from that clash victorious.

No, the history books would not remember Oscar York. They would remember his father. Always, and without question, his father.

12: The Fogs of Agnoia



Astrid stepped back from the obelisk with raised hands. Ceres Mendoza, slight of frame thanks to her diet of leaves and berries, did not look like someone who could do much damage with a knife, but the Donara had their ways, both subtle and secret. Provoking them was never a good idea.

Not that Elizabeth cared. She replied to the witch’s threat with a low growl. Astrid placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. At least, if a fight broke out, they had Vesperia.

“What’s the matter?” asked Ceres, “You scared? Typical Sophist.”

Astrid could feel the frustration rumbling through Elizabeth’s body. It would explode if she didn’t do something. Drawing herself up to her full height—a good head above Ceres—and channelling the authority of her family’s ancient name, Astrid turned to the Donaran. “You are trespassing in a restricted area,” she said. “I would advise you leave at once.”

Ceres lifted her chin, but it was obvious that the Donara never taught its daughters even the most basic noble etiquette. “This ‘restricted area’ is a place of spiritual importance,” she said, trying to force a dignified accent. “Not that you Sophists would know about that sort of thing.”

Before Astrid could reply, Elizabeth stepped forward. Astrid prayed she had her emotions under control.

“This place,” she began through clenched teeth, “is cursed, and you hylics would spread that curse across the whole town if you could. But we won’t let you. We won’t let anyone else die because of your evil!”

“Evil?” Ceres struggled to keep a straight face. “Is that something mummy and daddy beat into you?”

“MY MOTHER IS DEAD!” The words swamped the Scar, filling its every crevice with Elizabeth’s rage. Astrid readied herself as Ceres clasped her knife.

“How terrible,” she replied, the hard line of her lips twisting to a scowl. “So’s mine. Ever hear what your people did to her?”

“Terrible?” Elizabeth tried to lash out, but her friends caught her the instant she moved. “I watched my mother burn because of what your people did to her! I hope they took yours and—and defiled her before they—”

It happened too fast for Astrid. One moment the girls were arguing, the next Vesperia was between them, catching Ceres’s wrist as she lashed out with her knife. The blade clattered to the ground as Vesperia’s fist swung for the witch’s face—but the Donara had another, hidden knife in her free hand…

Two dark shapes clamped down on their attacks. Azhara’d al-Hakim stood over them, a shadow of a mountain, and frowned. Without another word, both girls staggered back and bowed with stammered apologies. Astrid, too, lowered her eyes in shame. Only Elizabeth refused to show her respects, but she was too busy clutching Astrid’s shoulder, cowering—the Master had appeared as if out of thin air, and the Founding Fathers believed such talents as much a threat as the Agnoia itself.

Astrid’s father had told her otherwise. He told her that you underestimated Seelie at your peril.

The Master’s expression did not change. “You shame the memory of those who died here,” he said, his low voice almost a growl. “All three of you,” he added, tracing his eyes from Vesperia to Ceres to Elizabeth, hiding in Astrid’s shadow. He turned back to the Donaran. “You are finished here, yes?”

Ceres nodded.

“Then leave.”

With none of her usual confidence, Ceres Mendoza picked up her knife then glanced over her shoulder. On cue, Korrie-Anne Wedekind scuttled out of hiding to take her lover’s arm, her face filled with a pouting pity. No doubt they would tell their friends it was all the Astrid’s fault. They always did. Her father called it the ‘curse of the Guirlandes’, and she endured it for his sake.

For her mother’s.

“Astrid.” Master al-Hakim’s voice pulled her out of her thoughts. “Do not shut yourself off to your surroundings. This place is dangerous, especially for those weak of heart.”

It took her a moment to realise what he meant, but then she caught sight of Elizabeth fleeing the courtyard, her sobs trembling through the stillness. Vesperia gave immediate chase. Astrid turned to thank the Master.

He was gone. As suddenly and silently as he had appeared, Azhara’d al-Hakim had vanished. Pushing the implausibility out of her mind, she chased after her friends. You underestimated Seelie at your peril.

They caught up to Elizabeth just outside the circle of houses and the obelisk’s halo of light. “I’ll kill her!” she mumbled, over and over, as if it were a prayer that could keep her pain at bay. Astrid reached out for her shoulder—

Elizabeth spun, eyes wide with madness, reddened cheeks streaked with tears. Astrid flinched, expecting, for the slightest moment, her friend to lash out at her, mistake her for the forest witch she so despised. Then the madness passed, and she fell into Astrid’s arms, weeping. “I hate it,” she said. “I just want it to go away. All of it.” Astrid held her tight. She knew the pain. She had lived through it just as Elizabeth had. Their mothers had burned together. Orders direct from the Founding Father.

I hate them all. I’d tear down their accursed church and all its lies if I could. I hate them! I hate them!

“Princess!” Vesperia’s voice, distant. Poor Vesperia had never known her real family, never known a mother’s love—I’ll make them pay! They’ll all pay!

“The fogs are moving. Astrid!”

The panic in Vesperia’s voice shook Astrid from her thoughts in time to notice the dark mist churning at their feet, growing in bulk as waves spilled out of the shadows like the Theia-driven tides. When Elizabeth noticed, she screamed.

“It’s the Agnoia!” she said. “I can hear it. It’s calling out to me…” She broke into a sob. “It’s coming for me. It’s coming for everyone!”

Where it came from, Astrid did not know, but the word spoke direct to her thoughts: Run.

So they ran, even as the fog reached up, tried to root them in place so it could invade their thoughts and their minds and their dreams. Vesperia led the way, glancing every so often at the Scar’s ceiling to gather her bearings. One street, then another, each awash with the living shadow…

And then they were free, safe in the light of another glowing obelisk. It sat on the edge of a plaza, one of three memorials, whose lights converged, blue, green and red, on a desolate fountain beneath the Scar’s ocular eye. As Elizabeth and Astrid gasped for breath, Vesperia, strong and fit, marched ahead. Two figures watched them from the other side of the fountain. They held shining crystals in their childish hands.

“Yo,” said Lysander Goodfellow. “You girls look like you could use a break.”

“Very much so,” said Vesperia, crouching to observe the fountain’s contents. As Astrid approached, Elizabeth at her side, she realised that this was where Seelie had deposited their crystals. Vesperia located Elizabeth’s first, then her own, and finally Astrid’s.

And that was it. Save for their escape, the challenge was over—yet there was no sign of the Founding Father or his loyal executives. Astrid counted the remaining crystals. There were twenty-two—and the Second Class had thirty-two recruits.

“Who else has been here?” she asked the young boys.

“You just missed Horatio and his lady friends,” Lysander replied.

Elizabeth found her voice, though it was hoarse, strained with emotion. “And they got out? They escaped?”

Lysander shrugged. “Guess so. What do I look like? A fairy princess?” Angelo Foley nudged him in the ribs, but his grin only widened. He reached up and grasped the back of his head. “What’s the matter? You pissed ‘cause we made you Sophists look like amateurs? Please…”

If Elizabeth wanted to argue, she hadn’t the energy. Astrid only frowned. They were only teenage boys, after all, and not worth the effort.

“How did you get inside?” asked Vesperia. It was an honest question.

Lysander thumbed back to a bright red machine, hovering at the edge of the light. It was some kind of personal transport of Malkuthian origin, a levitating chariot that the Aristocracy would happily outlaw, had they the chance.

“I’m guessing you took the long way in,” he said, summoning the machine with a click of his fingers. Vesperia detailed their descent through the cracks in the Scar as he and Angelo climbed on board. “Sounds like fun. You ladies fancy a lift outta here? You can sit on my lap!”

Elizabeth’s glowering was enough to dissuade his offer and, with a hearty laugh, he lifted his machine into the air and sped off into the streets beyond the light. The mists ignored him.

Elizabeth trembled. “How could he?”

“They are only children,” said Vesperia, although she was herself only a year their senior.

“Not them! The Founding Father! What happened to his orders? To the trap?”

“There was no trap,” said Astrid, as she studied the nine shards glistening inside her crystal. The Theatre’s staff implanted them with a touch, as if by magic. Or, indeed, by magic. She figured they must have done the same with the guards, implanting the idea of the Founding Father’s orders into their minds — just as they had implanted the idea to run from the fog, the directions to their goal, and, now, an urge to escape it before the fogs grew worse.

So many questions, she thought, and so few answers. She wondered what her father would make of all this when he found out. Hopefully, between him and Seelie, they could keep the whole charade a secret. The last thing her father needed was the Hierodula finding out that Astrid had defied the Aristocracy’s orders. Her mother had done much the same thing, and the only thing left of her was a handful of trinkets and some cherished memories.

“Let’s go,” she said, dreading the return journey.

~*~

“I am pleased to see we could reach a compromise,” said Lord York as the Director rode up atop a horse as white as his armour. “Seelie were ignorant to believe we would not take advantage of this situation.”

Having spent most of his life on his father’s estate, Oscar had never seen the Director in his armour before. Its ivory sheen caught the crescent sun's reflection, breaking its light into iridescent shards that scattered across the chiselled angles until they clashed with lines of liquid gold, while on his shoulders upswept pauldrons clasped a crimson cape in their metal claws. A crown of golden feathers and a beaked mask kept the Director’s expression locked in darkness, save for those daggers of ice, like blue fire burning in a midnight sky.

“Rembrandt Payne does not do ignorance,” said the Director, his voice echoing through his mask. “Perhaps you should consider your own.”

Lord York replied with an assured grin. There was no need for comebacks when you had already won the battle. With a snort of disgust, the Director stirred his mount forward and called to his troops. Thirty-six armoured peacekeepers fell into formation behind him, hooves a-clattering beneath the eclipsing sun.

As the host disappeared into the town streets, drawing a cloud of curiosity behind it, the various nobles who had gathered to watch them off returned to their own affairs. One of them—a balding walrus of a man in a suit a size too small—approached Oscar’s father, who introduced him as Lord Durham, lord of the industrial ruins to the west. It was the first time Lord York had ever introduced his son to any of his business associates. Their victory, thought Oscar, was assured.

“So, how many of your man did you manage to insert into our dear Director’s ranks in the end?” asked his father.

“Two dozen,” replied Lord Durham, as he stuffed smoking herbs into a pipe. “Twice as many as he has allies.”

“I do not doubt he will relegate them to guard duty if he has the chance.”

“You underestimate him, Basil. Guirlande will know how suspicious that will look.” Durham struck a match and plunged the flame into his pipe. “I expect he will try to spread them out, assign his own men to keep an eye on them.”

Oscar’s father glanced around the mansion grounds, then lowered his voice and asked, “And the witch?”

“She has a strong influence over the weak minded,” replied Durham. “She will do her duty.” Lifting his voice, he continued, “By sundown, we will have ourselves a prisoner. By week’s end, we will have ourselves a confession.”

“Excellent. I look forward to informing the Father of our success. He has been waiting for this day to arrive.”

“It’s taken too long, if you ask me. The longer those people have even the slightest sway over this town, the worse it suffers. It’s about time we got the restoration back on track. We can start with getting rid of that”—he gestured towards the Scar with his pipe—”hideous thing.”

“All in good time. We cannot vanquish fear overnight.”

“You say that, Basil, yet hope died faster.”

“Their hope, not ours. We can rebuild the world, even with death staring us in the face. Isn’t that right, Oscar?”

Oscar agreed, as was expected of him. Then the Lords’ talk turned to completion of the planned cathedral, which a Lord Rouen had abandoned six months previous. Oscar’s father felt it would serve as a valuable symbol to the community once the Aristocracy had rid the town of Seelie.

“And I suppose you’ll be putting in an offer for that fortress of theirs?” said Lord Durham with a hearty laugh. “You do realise they’ll try to take it with them? Probably fits inside a suitcase, knowing those people.”

“Then we shall give them no choice but to leave it behind. And besides, I think a palace like that will make an excellent gift for our Father, don’t you?”

“In exchange for his right hand, I bet.”

“Every man has his price.”

Just the thought of it made Oscar’s knees tremble with anticipation. He had never realised just how much power his father had, and now all he could think about was what he, his one remaining son, would inherit. Astrid Guirlande would be on her knees, Ceres too. He would become a prince, and the prince would become a sultan.

A clap on his back snapped him out of his daydreams; Lord Durham had left, leaving Oscar alone with his father. “I hope this has taught you a valuable lesson, boy,” he said. “If you want to dominate a man—or a woman, of course—you must ensure that all their choices are to your benefit.” He guided him towards their waiting carriage, where Erlea opened the door for them.  “And do you know what the best part about all this is?”

As the carriage began its journey back to the York estate, Oscar watched the countryside roll by. Theia’s shadow was beginning its sweep of the land. As it did, the Scar itself seemed to grow even darker, as if the corrupted carapace were a gash in reality, draining the light from the sky.

“That place isn’t even cursed,” his father continued, white teeth shining like peacekeeper armour. “At least, not by evil spirits. It’s all about that thing,” he pointed towards the City’s distant silhouette on the southern horizon. “Malkuth, Oscar. ‘Agnoia’? The ‘manifest force of evil spirits’? Don’t make me laugh! It’s just some technological wizardry. People will believe anything these days.”

The carriage turned north, replacing the view of the town and its overshadowing wound with that of the eastern forest. Oscar glimpsed the Theatre’s towers, as much a blemish on the horizon as any cracked dome or mountain city. Maybe one day, they would be his towers.

“Did you stop to wonder why the Director’s men had to wear all that armour?” his father asked. “It’s because that place is filled with radiation. Oh, certainly, the clergy would have you believe it because of some soul-corrupting miasma, but you and I know better than that, don’t we?”

Oscar nodded.

“And you know what that radiation does to a person, Oscar? Why they call it a curse?” He leaned in close, as if this was the greatest secret of all. “It rots the mind. Makes people believe in things that don’t exist. And people who believe in monsters, well…” He lowered his voice, as if Erlea might hear him from outside the carriage. “People like that will do anything if you promise to save them.” And he chortled, a wicked, delicious chuckle filled with memories of young women falling to their knees for his offers of salvation.

So, that was how he did it. Oscar made a mental note to research the technique himself.

The carriage pulled through the gates to the York estate. Covering some twenty-thousand acres, it was one of the largest in the region. Oscar’s great-grandfather had united the feuding savages over a century ago, back when Torsten was still a fledgling community rifle with internal conflicts. Now the descendants of those savages worked the farmland, alongside those who had accepted Lord York’s offer of salvation through hard work. “Better for them to contribute to society than rot away in their ignorance,” he had once told his son.

Oscar thought of Rembrandt Payne and Theseus Armstrong and Byron d’Arcadie slaving away in the fields, pathetic shadows of their former selves. Then he thought of Astrid Guirlande, torn from the protection of her scheming father and stripped of her ‘privileges’, and Ceres Mendoza, the last princess of the forest, begging for mercy.

And he thought of his father, basking in the glory that should have been his.

The carriage pulled up outside the manor. Lord York slapped his son on the back and smiled as Erlea opened the door. “Just remember, you can believe in whatever gods you want to in this world”—he flashed a knowing smile at the former witch—”but, in the end, it’s always the rich that rule it—and the gods, Oscar? The gods are poor.”

~*~

Astrid pulled herself out of the Scar and thanked the gods for fresh air and sunlight—or at least what sunlight was left. A grey twilight had fallen over the town, the sun little more than a crescent, peeking out from behind Theia’s scarred body.

“As if we needed reminding what a dreadful state this world was in,” said Elizabeth. “And just look at my dress! And yours too, Princess.”

Astrid’s clothes had aged a decade, their vibrance lost to a fine layer of dust. Elizabeth swiped at her dress to brush it away, but it wouldn’t budge. Vesperia, however, shrugged it off and began her climb down to the ruins below. Astrid hurried after her. Fashion could wait.

As they were climbing down the rubble piled up beside the border wall, Vesperia raised her hand for silence. “There is somebody coming,” she said. Her voice took on a note of surprise, “Astrid, it is your father.”

The sound of galloping hooves echoed through the empty ruins, followed by shouts, orders to open the north gate. Vesperia and Astrid broke into a run, Elizabeth catching up when she realised what was happening. They were halfway across the ruins when the first wave of peacekeepers burst through the north gate and made for the sealed doorway hidden among the Scar’s roots. A second wave spread out across the ruins and the third slowed to a trot, dismounted their horses by the gate and left them with their squires. In the middle of it all was a powerful figure in a crimson cape, the golden feathers of his eagle helm catching the crescent sun’s meagre light. He noticed Astrid running towards him and gestured his men to continue onwards while he diverted his attention her way. He called for one of the clergymen, who had ridden in with the third wave, to accompany him.

“Astrid,” Director Rosencrantz Guirlande enveloped her shoulders with his gauntleted hands, “this dust, is it—did the fogs reach you?” She could only see his eyes and they were wide with a fear she did not expect of her father. They flickered to Elizabeth and Vesperia too. “Did they reach any of you?”

“The fogs rose around us,” said Astrid, lifting her chin so she could meet her father’s eyes, “but we fled.”

“And did you hear anything? Any voices?”

Astrid thought of Elizabeth’s brief bout of madness, but was too afraid to admit to it. “W—we encountered Ceres Mendoza,” she said. “She knew her way inside. We can show you—”

“There is no need. I am aware of the cracks and of those who use them. Do you know if the fog affected her? Did she mention it at all?”

Astrid wasn’t sure what to say—was the dust ‘Agnoia’ after all? Was that why her father was so afraid? It wasn’t like him to believe such superstition. Maybe, she reasoned, he was trying to maintain face in front of the clergyman.

“She threatened us,” she said, “but made no mention of the fog.”

“Threatened you why?”

Astrid opened her mouth, spent a moment searching for the words. “We implicated the Donara’s involvement with the spread of Agnoia,” she said, realising now how ignorant it sounded, how disappointed her father would be.

A short grunt of annoyance echoed through the eagle’s beak. “The Donara have no connection to this place. Ceres Mendoza was as much a victim of this as you. Were there any others? Did you see Emily Fomalhaut?”

Astrid almost fumbled her reply in surprise, but managed to tell her father of Lysander and Angelo, how Horatio Stark and his friends had already completed the test, and of the moment when the girls were climbing out and noticed Theseus Armstrong leading a small team through the streets below. “But, no, I saw no sign of Emily Fomalhaut. Is she responsible for all this? I have always had my suspicions—”

“Do not concern yourselves with this affair anymore,” said her father. “There are forces at work here without a care for whether you live or die. That you showed up was irrelevant to them. You were just a…” she could almost see him scowling behind the mask, “…a diversion.”

He motioned to the clergyman. He was a frail old man, his skin like tanned leather. Astrid had seen him accompanying her father on several occasions, but had never made his acquaintance. “I do not think it reached them,” said her father, “but we can never be too sure. Do what you can.” The man bowed his head and ushered Elizabeth and Vesperia aside. The Director looked ready to leave. Astrid reached out, grasping the edge of his gauntlet.

“Father, what is this place? That fog? Was it—” she found the words difficult to say, but forced them out regardless, “—was it the Agnoia?”

“It has many names. Now, see that you are cleansed, in mind, body and spirit alike. I must attend to my duty.”

“Your duty?”

She glimpsed his eyes beneath the mask, cold and narrow. Troubled. “The Lords request I arrest any found trespassing. You are lucky to have received their pardon. Be thankful for it.” Pulling himself away from her, he marched towards the now-unsealed doorway amongst the Scar’s roots, where his troops awaited their orders.

Astrid felt a rough hand on her shoulder. It was the clergyman. He must have been one of the oldest men she had ever seen. “Do not let their politics worry you, child,” he said, sounding even closer to death than he looked. “Come. Tell me what you saw in that place so we might release the burden on your soul.”

“I saw darkness,” said Astrid, “and fog, and”—she looked down at her faded dress—”dust.”

“On the surface, yes, but what did you see beneath that? Your father has taught you the words of our beloved Sophia, has he not?”

“I know to question everything,” said Astrid, “so that I may uncover the truth.”

A smile awakened deep creases in the man’s face. “Good,” he said. “So, what did you see?”

~*~

“There are many conflicting tales of what lies within these walls,” said Byron, “and little genuine fact.”

They had just crossed over into the Fourth Circle, thanks to an access gateway in the wall that Katrina knew about. From here, it looked as if there was nothing but open fields and tuffs of overgrowing orchids between them and the mountain of Malkuth. In reality, however, there were two more walls and the Second Circle’s sprawling suburbia. Byron had as many stories of that as he did the Scar, though, as with many of his stories, Emily could never be sure where the poetic exaggerations began.

“I have heard stories of sealed beasts and demon hearts,” he continued, as they followed the wall west, towards the Scar, “of walking dead and souls lost, living fogs and divine light. There is truth in everything, no matter how small, and I am curious as to the seeds of these grandiose narratives. After all, one cannot find truth unless one studies it from all angles.”

“Trust me, it’s nothing special,” said Kat who, unlike the suburban minstrel, refused to elaborate on her adventures.

Emily looked to Dante. He hadn’t said a thing since they left their apartment. She wondered what he might be thinking, what possible panic had driven him to Byron’s sedating drugs—and whether it was all her fault. Of course, were she as amoral as the Sidhe, she could have easily reached out a hand and seduced her way into his thoughts, but she was still Emily Fomalhaut, and Emily Fomalhaut did not invade the privacy of others.

“Alas,” said Byron, “it seems that infuriating Malkuthian has beaten us here.”

Sitting amongst the Scar’s twisted roots was a blood red vehicle, a sleek fusion of Old World design and modern style, its wheels rimmed with the rainbow shimmer of levitators, its cockpit shrouded in a mirror sheen of night. Only Chris Shaw could pilot such a blazon beast, and only Chris Shaw could give it such a cringe-inducing name as the Lady Diablo.

“Serves you right for feeding people drugs,” said Kat, as she hauled herself up onto the nearest root and began the long climb up the Scar’s sloped surface.

Dante remained silent, lost in a world of his own. Or, perhaps, a memory.

13: A Scientific Investigation



Chris studied the coal-grey sample in its illuminated container. He did not doubt the Lady’s conclusions, but they made little sense.

“What’s up, duder?” asked Lance, turning his light on Chris.

“The Lady just finished processing the last sample,” he said, pocketing the container and pondering how best to describe the results to his simple friend. “This substance we’re dealing with isn’t dust, at least not as far as we define dust. It’s not sand, either. It’s more like…” he searched for an example, “volcanic ash, I guess you could say.” A fusion of silicon, oxygen and iron, to be precise, alongside a scattering of other elements—certainly not things someone would expect to find coating the buried ruins of Torsten. “It has some kind of residual electric charge, too, which might be why it sticks to everything in sight. That could be what’s playing havoc with our cellulars, too.”

“So, like, we’re standing on a volcano or something?” said Lance.

“Not unless the Earth’s tectonic plates have rearranged themselves without telling anybody.” Given the Moon’s habit of changing its orbit on a whim, that didn’t seem like the most far-fetched of theories, but Chris favoured hard facts over fantasy. According to the Foundation’s database, there were numerous sites across the world coated in a similar substance, from forgotten towns and disused temples to the plains of Antarctica and the ruins of Yesod, the arcology that fell during the world’s forgotten history. As far as Chris was concerned, that was too much of a coincidence—and Chris did not believe in coincidences.

That said, he didn’t believe in fate, either. He felt it paid to maintain a healthy scepticism and to remember that, for all the progress humanity had made, nature was always upping the stakes. Humanity conquered the land, and nature gave it the oceans; humanity conquered the oceans, and nature gave it the skies; humanity conquered the skies, and nature gave it space. After that, things got a little fuzzy. It was Chris’s job—well, one of them—to help uncover what, exactly, happened next, and how it led to a world where a moon could disobey four billion years of momentum. Someone out there knew the answers, of that he was certain, but they had gone to great lengths to keep them a secret—just as someone had gone to great lengths to encase the heart of a fledgling community beneath a transmatter shell stuffed with suspicious substances.

And Chris did not believe in coincidences.

Lance Algar, on the other hand, wouldn’t know a coincidence if it fell from the stars and slapped him across his tanned face. In fact, he would probably giggle and try to make idle conversation with it. Imagination had a habit of running away with him, leaving his common sense to rot from neglect. A native of the wilderness, with natural blond hair and a keen eye for thrift-store fashion, he was everything the Seven Cities had come to oppose and detest. That was why Chris liked him. He appreciated his friend’s innocence, that childish sense of curiosity, the way he developed crazy theories and absurd stories from the most banal of situations. It made the world a brighter place. Just a few minutes ago, Lance had declared the Scar “some kind of crazy necropolis, filled with dead people. Dead people in hiding, like, mooching around being dead and grey and all lifeless and stuff, but not coming out ‘cause they’re too embarrassed.”

Presently, his attentions were on a tendril of the mysterious ash as it seeped out of the shadows and across the street. “Dude! Zap it!” he cried, jabbing his finger in the phenomenon’s direction. “It might be, like, a spooky ghost or something!”

Chris pointed his quantum pen at the phenomena. There was no sign of a breeze. He traced its path until it slithered into a nearby alleyway and vanished from both sight and sensors.

“I told you to zap it,” said Lance. “Can you zap ghosts?”

Chris lowered his pen and sighed. “How many times must I tell you that this is a scientific instrument, not a death ray? And even if it was, I wouldn’t know if it could zap ghosts because I’ve ever met one.” He would have to eliminate all other improbable possibilities before he considered something as implausible as a ghost. There were strange forces at work in the world, without a doubt, but it was best not to go blaming them for every little gap in scientific understanding. “I imagine that was some kind of electrostatic levitation,” he said, leaving Lance’s imagination to fill in the blanks.

The further they moved into the Scar, the more common the flurries of ash became. Chris observed and recorded each one, noting how streams moved in relation to both each other and their surrounding environment. He noticed how they often avoided the buildings, save for a few so inundated with the substance they almost appeared a part of it. Something about those buildings in particular left Chris feeling cold, but there was nothing to suggest a genuine drop in temperature. He blamed his nerves; there was no telling when the Sophist Aristocracy might turn a corner and demand his arrest. It wouldn’t look good on his record if the Foundation had to bail him out.

Contributing to the Foundation’s study of this strange phenomenon, however, would. Their current data corroborated with his personal observations: there appeared to be two types of substance, identical in form but distinct in behaviour. The first was the ash that had settled, which appeared in higher quantities around the edges of the Scar. The second was the ash that moved through the air, seemingly with a mind of its own, and gathered in the tufts of cloud and a fog that stirred around their feet. As the fog grew in strength, Chris began to regret leaving the Lady outside. He would have felt a lot safer locked inside her, with a bevy of instruments at his command.

When a sudden scream cut through the silence, he almost doubled back on instinct.

“That’s totally Lizzie again,” said Lance. They had heard Elizabeth Canterbury shouting a few minutes earlier. “I’d, like, run to help and all, but you know those three would just string me up by my balls!”

Or worse. “Let’s hope she hasn’t run into any spooky ghosts,” said Chris, though he it thought it more likely that one of their fellow initiates had jumped out of the shadows to scare the poor woman. Probably Lysander. It was always Lysander.

Ignoring the scream, he turned his attention towards his planned destination. He had spotted the eight beacons of light when he first climbed into the Scar. Three of them were arranged around a plaza at the centre of the ruins, exposed on all sides, while the other five could be found hidden among the surrounding estates. Wary of the Sophist Aristocracy, Chris had decided to investigate the latter, and his path had brought them within range of a housing estate shrouded in purple light. As they approached from the south, Chris noticed how the fog, growing in strength the deeper they delved into the ruins, was content to leave these houses alone. It was almost as the ash itself was afraid of the light.

“You think anyone lives here?” asked Lance. “I could totally see Joel living in a place like this. Or, like, Shelley Yoghurt.” No matter how many times Chris had told him her surname was pronounced ‘Owen’, Lance still didn’t get it right. “This is totally her kinda kooky graveyard scene.”

Chris had to admit that the majority of buildings inside the Scar did indeed appear to be in habitable condition. That only deepened the mystery as to why the townsfolk had abandoned them, however. So far, Chris had spotted no signs of life inside the Scar’s walls. Not even the rats dared disturb it. And it wasn’t like there was no way inside—he and Lance had snuck through one of the many cracks, and there was a wide opening at the centre, large enough for a medium-sized drakonic. It seemed that fear was the only thing keeping people out: fear of the ghost stories that surrounded the place, and fear of the Sophist Aristocracy who guarded it. Not that there was much of a guard. If he didn’t know any better, Chris would have assumed the place riddled with radiation.

The mysterious light only posed more questions. It came from an obelisk about two metres tall, built from fluorescent transmatter. Judging by the list of names on its surface, Chris assumed it some kind of memorial. Recognising a few of the names, he recorded a copy for later study.

Lance, meanwhile, was more interested in the surrounding houses. “Christoph,” he called, “you’ve gotta come see this, dude!”

The gangly young man had his faced pressed against a window, and when Chris joined him, he understood why. “It’s like they only left yesterday,” he said, as he swung his pen’s attention from sofa to table to desk to screen.

“If my folks knew about this, they’d drive a tractor in here!” said Lance.

“You don’t have a tractor,” said Chris. Lance and his family lived in one of the underground apartment blocks on the other side of the Old West River. His fashionable coat—a long, black design with a high collar and neon blue trim—was a birthday present from Chris’s sister. It was the most valuable thing he had ever owned.

“Well, maybe a wheelbarrow,” he replied, as he moved to a neighbouring window. “Whoa, dude! Look at this! They’ve got a wallscreen! Like, the whole wall! I can’t believe no one has nicked this shiz already. What’s this place supposed to be, like, fifteen years old or something? No way has this been here fifteen years.”

“Fourteen,” said Chris. He did not doubt the Lady’s conclusions.

“Same thing,” said Lance. “You think maybe we should have a looksee? There’s gotta be people living around here, right? I mean, why else would they have left all their stuff behind?”

The more Chris searched for answers, the more questions he found. Breaking into one of the buildings would provide some valuable insight. On the other hand, it would also go against Foundation archaeological protocol. It was time to make a decision: for society, or for science? An impossible choice. A hero’s choice.

“I don’t know,” he said to Lance. “Do we have the right?”

A young, accented voice replied, “Sure, it’s not like they’re coming back any time soon.”

Standing with his face pressed against the glass, ogling the treasures inside, was Lysander Goodfellow. Of all the people—and yet, of course, who else could it possibly be?

“You haven’t?”

He had the grin of a demon. “And what if I have?”

“You can’t just—this is—this place is an important historical relic!”

“If this is a relic, what the hell are you?” Lysander jabbed Chris’s stomach with a podgy finger. “But relax, already. I haven’t done anything. I was just having a browse, like Randy Man there.”

Lance had only just noticed their guest. “Hey, little dude! You having fun? Where’s Ange?”

“He’s looking for someplace.”

“Someplace?” Chris crossed his arms. ‘Someplace’ sounded like trouble.

“Yeah, someplace. Got a problem with that? Worried it might ruin your archaeological expedition?” He looked on the verge of hysterics, but then Lysander Goodfellow always looked on the verge of hysterics—and most of them at Chris’s expense.

“I’d be more worried about the repercussions of breaking and entering if I were you,” Chris offered. “You never know where the Sophist Aristocracy might be hiding.”

Lysander shrugged. He’d never been one for authority, even when that authority had his best interests at heart. “What’re they gonna do? Arrest me? I’m pretty sure you could wrangle me outta that, right? Anyway,” he tapped his ear, “sounds like Ange is ready to rumble. See you geeks later.”

Before Chris could protest, the imp scuttled out of sight, cackling all the way.

“Shenanigans,” said Lance.

“Which means we’ve got a job to do,” said Chris. Lysander Goodfellow was, after all, his responsibility.

“C’mon, dude, they’re just kids. They’re not, like, thieves. No way will they break-and-enter.”

They found Lysander’s scooter parked outside a house a short walk from the illuminated estate. The front door was ajar.

“Maybe someone left the front door open on purpose,” offered Lance. “Then it’s not breaking and entering, right? That’s just accepting an unspoken invitation!”

Judging by the way the ash covered the hallway, Chris had to wonder if Lance was right. He cast his light into the gloom. The infiltration ran deep into the rooms beyond and even up the stairs. It was so thick in places that he could make out Lysander and Angelo’s footprints. He turned to the environmental controls by the front door.

They were dead. A house like this, he reasoned, shouldn’t be without power, even if its occupants had abandoned it some fourteen years ago. He made a mental note to check the power supply in the basement once he had dealt with the troublemakers.

He sent Lance to follow Angelo’s footprints, which led to the back of the house, while he cornered Lysander, who had gone upstairs. It was always easier to deal with him when there was no one else around. A short way up the stairs, however, and the layer of ash thinned out, taking the imp’s trail along with it. Thankfully, some quick hearing adjustments allowed Chris to track the sound of his rummaging around to a small bedroom.

“Where is the damned thing?” he was saying to himself. “Stupid diary.”

Chris stood just outside the door. Lysander was inside a closet at the back of the room, pillaging through racks of clothes. Chris gave himself a moment to memorise the room’s layout, then darted through the darkness towards the careless little sociopath.

“I never knew you were such a connoisseur for fashion,” he said, hoping to take the boy by surprise, “but I don’t think it’s your size.” In fact, judging from the cut of the clothes, they belonged to a girl at least a head taller than him.

Lysander glanced over his shoulder with a mumble of discontent. “Hey, who invited you in, shorty?”

“I’m not—” Chris stopped himself before he fell into Lysander’s trap. “Who gave you permission?”

“Angelo,” he replied, and returned his attention to his little treasure hunt.

Chris breathed a sigh of relief. If this wasn’t Lysander’s idea, he wouldn’t have to report it to the Foundation. Chris hated reports. “And what has this got to do with Angelo?” he asked, any concerns replaced with idle curiosity. Angelo Foley was a strange kid, but it was usually Lysander who took the lead in their escapades.

Or the other one. She was never far away. In fact, she was probably watching this whole conversation and supplying a running commentary.

“It’s none of your business,” said Lysander, thrusting more clothes aside. “Although, if you want to be useful, you can go fix the mainframe. Basement door’s locked and I ain’t allowed one of those magic wands of yours, remember?”

Chris didn’t particularly want to help, but he was interested in finding out why the environmental controls were dead. He was about to leave the room when a flash of light lit up the hallway and Lance called his name.

“Dude, I just found Ange. He’s on a mish!”

Lysander’s eternal companion, Angelo Foley, stood at Lance’s side, and even in the gloom of the abandoned house he seemed full of colour and life. He was the sort of person who lived in his own, strange little world, ignorant of the cultural norms about him. From what Chris understood, his parents had spent their lives touring the continent with a theatre troupe, which explained why their son dressed like a character from a mediaeval play. Melodrama was in his blood.

“Would you care to join us?” he asked. Angelo talked like a character from a mediaeval play, too.

“That depends on the mission,” Chris replied, unable to help himself adding, “and the reward.” It was what his heroes would say. He even added a little of their swagger to his pose, a flick of his hair. Melodrama was in his blood, too.

Behind him, Lysander stifled his laughter. Chris dug his hands into his pockets and tried not to blush. At least it was too dark to have it all on film. He hoped.

“Ah, Goodfellow, dear boy,” said Angelo, “I was just looking for you. I have found my uncle’s diary. Come hither and take a gander, why don’t you? And you gentlemen are welcome too, of course. The more the merrier!”

Chris caught Lance’s eye and shrugged. They had survived fifteen minutes inside the Scar, so another five wasn’t going to hurt. “Who’s this uncle of yours?” he asked as Angelo led the way.

“A rather unpredictable fellow who disappeared three months ago,” Angelo replied. “This fine house was his abode, which he visited regularly.”

He led them to a ground floor study. A pair of candles burned on the desk, illuminating empty shelves. Their books lay scattered across the floor, covered in a thin film of grey ash. Chris knelt and performed a quick scan. The Lady couldn’t be sure, but she figured the ash had only settled a few months ago. That put it around the time Angelo’s uncle vanished—and Chris did not believe in coincidences.

“Forget the books, dude,” Lance tugged at Chris’s coat collar, “what about the crazy shiz on the walls? Did your uncle do this, Ange?”

“So it would seem.”

‘Let Theia Fall’. Chris nodded his understanding. The line was often found among the ruins the Foundation had studied. He noticed other lines from the verse, too. The Foundation called it ‘the Adagio for Erebus’. It was a mantra of madness—and confirmation that this investigation was well outside Chris’s jurisdiction. The Foundation had special agents for studying sites associated with the Erebus phenomenon.

“Here,” said Angelo, placing a leather-bound book onto the desk. “This is my uncle’s diary. It contains accounts of his life and treasured photographs.”

“Quaint,” said Chris, giving it a quick reading with his pen. It couldn’t tell him much outside of material composition and possible age, but every little helped.

“We Foleys treasure our memories,” said Angelo with a proud smile.

Chris pocketed his pen. “It’s about thirty-three years old, if that helps?”

“It does not,” said Angelo, “but I thank you anyway.”

Lysander ruffled his auburn hair and said, “Did he leave you any clues as to where he went?”

Angelo shook his head. “These walls were his last entry,” he said. “He did not leave the house.”

Chris knew what that implied based on the reports from other sites. There was, however, always a chance. Nothing was certain without proof, even if the odds were a thousand-to-one. “If your uncle was here,” he began, “then maybe the Sophist Aristocracy arrested him for trespassing.” He didn’t like the idea, but it was better than the alternative.

“Do give my uncle some credit, please!”

The truth was as Chris feared. Angelo was exploring the attic with Lance when he and Lysander found the body. Angelo’s uncle had sealed himself in the basement and starved to death. His body lay spread-eagled in the middle of the floor. It almost looked as if the ash had reached out from the shadows to chain him there. How it had got inside the sealed room was a mystery Chris could not solve.

“You think we should tell Angelo?” he asked Lysander.

The boy nodded. It was one of those rare occasions where the two of them engaged in reasonable, mature conversation.

This didn’t extend to Angelo. “Alas! Alas and woe! Dear Uncle Thomas, we suspected such a truth, but never did we foresee it so dark!”

After that, Angelo donned one of his uncle’s coats—a garish magenta number with oversized shoulder pads and golden tassels—‘in memorandum’.

“You think the little dude’s gonna be okay?” asked Lance, as Angelo perched himself behind Lysander on imp’s scooter.

“Maybe,” said Chris. Suicide was a way of life out here. “He might be one of those spiritual types for all we know. Reincarnation and all that.”

The scooter’s levitators cast an iridescent light across the ashen fog. It had gathered strength in the ten minutes or so since Chris and Lance entered the house. Lysander looked as if he was about to turn the throttle and speed off when he stopped, leaving the scooter to hover in place. He turned to Chris, his smile a warning of things to come. “Say, shorty, you got your crystals yet?”

“That was our next course of action.”

Lysander chuckled. “Boy, you geeks are screwed.”

And, with a final holler of childish laughter, the scooter spiralled upwards and towards the opening at the top of the Scar’s shell.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Lance.

The reply came a moment later as a commanding voice resonated around the cavernous chamber. “This is Director Rosencrantz Guirlande of the Sophist Aristocracy. Any and all trespassers surrender yourselves at once.”

It seemed that ‘screwed’ was a very apt description of their situation.

“Dude,” said Lance, “we should probably skedaddle before they find us.”

Chris felt for the book in his pocket, the aged paperback he was halfway through reading. None of his heroes would run in the face of such danger. They lived for the thrill, the roll of the dice.

“We’ll be fine,” he told Lance. “Trust me.”

14: Weird Things



“This is Director Rosencrantz Guirlande of the Sophist Aristocracy. Any and all trespassers surrender yourselves at once.”

The words passed through the aether like ripples in water, growing in strength and volume with each new set of ears that acknowledged them. The aether was weird like that.

“Trespassers?” cried an exasperated Shuck, his twin tails lashing from side to side. “Those fiends have a right nerve stamping their authority on my home.”

Shelley reached out and scratched behind his upright ears. “Now ye see what me and Mam have to live with,” she said.

“I didnae know it were that bad.”

“Ye dinnae have a price on ye head.”

A low grumble emanated from Shuck’s throat “Sounds like there’s about two dozen of them, give or take,” he said. “There’s a bunch heading fer the old market place, while the rest are fanning out in groups of three.”

“Search parties.”

“Aye.” It was a good thing she had a friend like Shuck at a time like this. He knew the Scar better than anyone. He was, in a way, a part of it.

“Do ye think they’ll dare enter the house?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Not unless they’ve changed their tune. Just try not tae go letting anymore of ye friends inside, or they might start getting ideas.”

What friends? He was one of the few she had left, a possibly-make-believe fusion of cat and dog, shaped by descriptions Shelley had read in her mother’s tomes on mythical beasts.

“Speaking of your friends,” he nodded to the courtyard below, “that Alonie lass disnae look too happy.”

Malkuthian cloak pulled tight around her, Alonie Kent, one of the few people who still spoke to Shelley as if she were a normal human being, blazed a path across the courtyard, leaving a vague trail of impressions behind her as she made for the safe house. She would be back in the room any moment now. Shelley glanced at her watch. She’d been astral for less than a minute—maybe thirty seconds of real time. For the daughter of a famed Seelie hero that was an embarrassing ratio; Endora Eoghan could have turned those thirty seconds into thirty minutes at the very least. The aether was weird like that.

“So much for us having a private chat,” she said in defeat. “It’s been a weird day.”

“Aye,” said Shuck, “and by the looks of things, it’s about tae get weirder.”

~*~

Shelley snapped out of her trance just as Alonie burst into the bedroom. Her red eye flared in a breathless panic.

“You heard him, right?” she said. “We have to get out of here!”

Shuck, curled up on the bed beside Shelley, opened an onyx eye. “And I thought she were brave, going off on her own like that,” he said. “So much fer that selfless bravado.”

Shelley held back a smile. As far as Alonie was concerned, her friend had been sitting alone in an abandoned house, too afraid to step out onto the streets. She wouldn’t respond well to the truth, assuming she even believed it. Shelley wasn’t prepared to take that risk. Not anymore.

“I—I’m okay,” she said.

Alonie’s face creased up in disbelief. The light from the courtyard tinted her pale skin purple, so she resembled one of those too-human aliens they always stuck on the front of the monthly periodicals, their flawless complexion and ample chests a desperate bid to attract (male) readers. “Don’t be crazy, Shell,” she said. “If the Sophists find you here, they’ll…” She turned away, hiding her face behind a sweep of crimson hair.

“They won’t find me,” Shelley assured her. “Even the Sophists respect the sanctuary of these houses.”

“And what if they’ve changed their minds? Or they realise this is some kind of exception to that rule, or whatever it is? No exam is worth getting hauled before the Inquisition.”

Shelley shrugged. She was small and there were plenty of places to hide. “Don’t worry about me,” she said.

“If I didn’t, I would never have come here in the first place.” With a frustrated harrumph, the red-haired hawk stomped over to the window and peered through the edge of the curtains. It would have been easier for Shelley if she left, but how could she even begin to explain that to her? “I’m sorry, Allie, but could you leave me here on my own so I can have a chat with my imaginary friend without looking like an idiot?”

Instead, all Shelley could do was sit around and feel useless—but better to be thought of as a useless nobody than some kind of schizophrenic freak.

“You think it was Astrid who sold us out?” asked Alonie, keeping her voice as low as she could.

“Guess so.” Obviously. Shelley’s whole life would have been easier if Astrid Guirlande wasn’t around. If that precious brat of a so-called princess (no, seriously, princess?) wasn’t reporting every little thing to that stone-faced monster of a man she called a father, Shelley could have been a lot more open about things.

Well, some things. She also had to consider the Malkuthians, and those (like Alonie) who dearly wanted to be Malkuthian. Mention the aether to them and they would struggle to contain their laughter. Tell them that one of your best friends was some kind of cat/dog creature with a body of black fire, and they would label you insane. Then it would be a race between the Sophists and the City to see who would haul you in for ‘rehabilitation’ first.

Better a useless nobody than that.

“Why the Theatre keeps that stupid bitch around I don’t know,” said Alonie, returning her attention to the courtyard. “Probably some political thing.”

The Sophists had a lot of nefarious schemes and secrets, it seemed, and Astrid Guirlande was (to steal an Old World idiom) only the tip of the iceberg. Shelley had always suspected as much, but it was only when she saw the crashed ship for herself that she realised how big that proverbial iceberg was. If only she had a chance talk with Shuck, maybe he could help make sense of it all.

“Hold on,” said Alonie, “I think—oh, great.” She didn’t sound impressed. “Shell, didn’t you say that no one else knows about this place?”

“Well, no one we know.” Shuck was certain of it. He was the one who told her it was safe. Although it didn’t look much different to the other houses around the courtyard, there was something about it that let people inside without disturbing the Scar’s magic. Shelley was too frightened to explore its other rooms, though, even when Shuck told her it was safe to do so. She didn’t like the idea of poking around someone else’s personal space, even if that person wasn’t around anymore.

Alonie scowled, though even when frowning she remained a paragon of worldly beauty to rival even the Sidhe. “Well, guess what?” she said. “We’ve got visitors.”

Shelley’s breath caught in her throat. “Sophists?”

“Worse.” Alonie stepped back from the window, a thread of purple light catching her lip as she bit down on it. “It’s Vincent and Blake.”

And one of them was thumping the back door with enough force that the Sophists were bound to hear.

“Friends of yours?” asked Shuck. “As much as I hate visitors, I wouldnae leave them waiting around. Better them than those armoured fellas.”

Shelley didn’t have to say anything. Alonie could read her nerves as if she could read the aether itself. With a grunt of annoyance, she headed downstairs to get the boys inside before they could cause any trouble.

This had the added benefit of giving Shelley a few precious seconds to speak with her immaterial companion.

“How would they even know about this place?” she asked him. “Are there any others out there who might’ve told them?”

“Not that I know. If I were a betting man, I’d say this is Seelie’s work. Strange things are afoot, that’s fer sure.”

Strange things, like Seelie sending its Second Class initiates into the Scar. Maybe, if they were the First Class on the brink of promotion to the Academy, Shelley could understand it, but the Second Class included people like Vincent Masters and Blake Osbourne, who had about as much chance of entering the Academy as some random drunkard from the undertown. Not that there was much difference between the two.

“These are the Seelie officers of the future?” said Shuck, dark eyes aflame with disbelief. “The world is doomed.”

“Sheeell!” Blake Osbourne, an ashen-faced fellow so starved he could have masqueraded as a skeleton and nobody would have noticed, staggered into the room and raised his arms as if to hug her, then tripped over his own shoelaces and stumbled onto the bed beside her. Shelley pulled herself away as he tried to drag her down with him.

“This ain’t the place for that, mate,” said Vincent Masters, slumped against the doorframe as he struggled to keep his laughter in check. His hair wasn’t as long as Blake’s, but it he loaded it with enough products to compensate. He might have even been attractive if he wasn’t such a jerk—especially towards girls who shunned his advances. Especially towards Shelley.

“Besides,” he said with a grin, “everyone knows she’s frigid as a—”

He fell into the room as Alonie’s fist met his back. “Any more of that and I’ll throw the pair of you out to the Sophists,” she said. Vincent tried to laugh it off, but couldn’t keep his balance and tumbled into a nearby chair.

“Sorry, Shell,” said Alonie. “If I’d known they were pissed, I would’ve left them outside.”

Shuck’s tails whipped from side to side—he’d found Alonie’s unexpected presence bothersome enough as it was. “Rembrandt Payne must be getting desperate,” he said. “Or was he as drunk as these buffoons when he signed them up?”

Maybe, if it was possible to get drunk on tea.

Beside her, Blake pulled himself up and flopped onto her shoulder. He stank of alcohol and stale tobacco, and his breath was like some petrifying gas spewed by a mythical cockatrice, freezing Shelley where she sat. Shuck stood, ears erect and eyes narrowed, but it was Alonie who made the first move.

“I think Shell would rather the two of you make fools of yourselves elsewhere,” she said, reaching over to pull Blake off the bed.

“Ah, c’mon, Allie, it’s not our fault,” said Vincent. “No one told us they were gonna have another exam. We thought we could party.”

“Maybe you should have kept on partying,” she replied. Though Shelley could only see half of her face for her hair, she looked angry enough to throw the boys out the nearest window. If it wasn’t for the Sophists, she might have done precisely that (and good riddance to the pair of them!).

“We were going to!” Blake protested, resting a hand on Alonie’s hip, then swiping it away a second later when he realised how bad an idea that was. “But there was this dude, right? And he told us we should probably head over here and, well, we couldn’t just say no.”

Alonie seized his wandering hand by the wrist. She looked ready to crush it. “What ‘dude’?”

“The stupid sexy dude.”

Vincent raised a limp arm, mumbled “I’d have shagged him, and I don’t even go for guys!”

Alonie glared, and he fell silent. “Maybe you should fuck off and find him then,” she said, “before Master al-Hakim gets wind of you showing up out of your heads.”

The boys shared a knowing, fearful look. The mere thought of the stern Seelie commander finding out about their antics seemed to neutralise every drop of alcohol in their bodies. Vincent staggered up from his chair.

“Given our options,” he said, “I think we’d be better off quitting while we’re ahead.”

“Good choice,” said Alonie, and shoved Blake towards the door. Vincent shuffled after him.

Alonie turned to Shelley. “Want me to send them out the basement way?” she asked.

Shelley caught Shuck’s eye. He had an almost-human wince on his feline lips. The hidden passage that led to the catacombs was supposed to be their little secret. “What choice have we got?” he said. “We throw them back outside and the Sophists’ll have them both fer sure. At least if we show them tae the tunnels there’s a good chance they’re not gonna remember the way come morning.”

With Shelley’s mumbled permission, Alonie hoisted Vincent out of the room by his coat’s collar, then came back for Blake, who made one final grab at Shelley’s affection with a promise to protect her from the Sophists. She could still hear them complaining as Alonie hauled them downstairs.

Shuck paced over to the door and watched them go. “I wonder who it were that convinced those bleedin’ idiots coming here were a good idea?” he said. “There’s nae way Seelie would be that stupid.”

Nor anyone else in Torsten; they all considered the Scar some cursed mausoleum, a ruin drenched in permanent night, where the mad and the broken crawled to die. No one would ever think to encourage two idiot teenagers, high on alcohol and who-knew-what-else to dare challenge its haunted streets. Not even the Sophists (and neither Vincent nor Blake were the type to listen to them, at any rate).

But today was a very strange day.

“Shuck,” began Shelley, the slither of a thought coming to her, “have you ever heard of a Prince Frayer? Frayer Venris, I think it was.”

“Prince Freyr?” Shuck’s aethereal acknowledgement implanted the name’s true form in her head. The aether was weird like that. “Aye, though only in passing. Are ye trying tae tell me the Sidhe are behind all this?”

Before she had a chance to answer, Alonie returned. “I gave them directions to get out of here,” she said, “though I don’t know if they’re in any state to follow them. Who knows, maybe they’ll—”

A flurry of knocks echoed through the house.

“Here we go again,” said Shuck.

This time, Shelley followed Alonie, at least as far as the second floor balcony, where she ducked into the plentiful shadows while her friend headed for the hallway below. Her vantage point gave her a full view of the front doors and the shadows behind their frosted windows. As Alonie reached for the handle, she threw her friend an apologetic frown. Shelley hunkered down, breath caught in the moment, her every nerve tingling as the doors opened.

Theseus Armstrong was first inside, almost knocking Alonie off her feet as he carried a limp Lance Algar over to the stairway and sat him down. John Smith followed after him, then Doyle Kennedy, Amanda Hartell and Andromeda Blumstein. Last of all came Chris Shaw, pointing his magic wand at every corner of the room. Even in the dim light, he looked somehow duller than the rest, his Malkuthian cloak a dark grey, rather than black, his feathered hair twenty years older than it should have been. He moved over to Lance just as his friend seemed to snap back to consciousness with a cough so violent, Shelley was afraid his lungs might end up decorating the hallway. John then produced something from his mechanical backpack and pressed it against Lance’s neck.

Alonie hovered nearby, casting the briefest of looks Shelley’s way, as if to further apologise for the intrusion. Theseus moved over to her, rubbed the back of his head with a leather-gloved hand.

“Yeah, so we found these idiots blundering through that iron fog,” he explained. “Algar here got a lungful.”

Shuck groaned. “I want tae feel sorry fer the poor lad, but at this rate we’re gonna have yer entire class popping round for an evening snack. There’s nae way the Sophists’ll ignore that.”

Unlike Vincent and Blake, however, Theseus and his team knew what they were doing. While Theseus and Doyle checked that the doorways were sealed and their presence untraced, Andromeda headed for the roof to scout for Sophist patrols and John made for the basement. Alonie, meanwhile, opted to stay downstairs, where she could keep an eye on Chris and Lance—and the front door.

“Maybe Payne wasnae as drunk as I thought,” said Shuck, as Shelley returned to the abandoned bedroom, out of everybody’s way. They would simply assume she was hiding, that she wanted to be as far away from the crowd as possible.

And that was okay with Shelley because she hated crowds. That was why she preferred the aether, and why she had spent so much effort in learning how to reach it. And, within thirty seconds of controlled breathing, she was there.

~*~

“I get the feeling the Fates dinnae want us tae have that chat,” said Shuck.

Shelley glanced at her watch. A minute had passed (all of thirty seconds in the real world). She’d not even had a chance to brief Shuck on the day’s events, let alone share her worries with him. All they had managed to do was sneak out of the house through the unwatched back door and cross over to the other side of the street. Shelley had hoped to spy on the Sophists. Instead, she was spying on her own friends.

“Well, at least these kids appear tae have some brains between them,” said the two-tailed shadow. “Who’s that lass on the right? I think I’ve seen her around here before.”

“That’s Katrina Ritches,” said Shelley. Katrina was crouched behind a wall, peering around the corner at the street ahead. Thanks to the cloud of lost souls that drifted through the streets, her perceptions of the world translated to the aether as vague, unfocused forms, ideas of what she expected to be there. The aether was weird like that.

“Ritches, ye say?” said Shuck. “Aye, that’d make sense. Must come here for her father. It’s good tae know ye’ve got some positive influences around ye.”

There was a Bahadur Ritches listed on the nodal pillars that kept the Scar’s swell of lost souls contained. Shelley wondered if his soul was among them. They kept to themselves and moved as one, so it was impossible to identify individuals, but Shuck had once told her that a loving heart could pull even the loneliest of souls out of the Dark.

Not that Shelley could understand people’s problem with ‘the Dark’. What was wrong with being alone? So many books treated it as a state equal to Hell itself, but not everybody wanted to live in a crowded world of sunlight and laughter. She was one of them.

“I wouldnae get too excited,” she said, “Kat and Emily might know a thing or too, but the others…”

Much like the world around them, people appeared in the aether as reflections of the material world, ideas and observations implanted by those around them. Unlike the world around them, however, people had self-awareness. They knew they were alive—and that meant that their images could shift and change depending on what they thought of themselves, what identity they projected to the world. The aether was weird like that.

Byron d’Arcadie, for example, had enough of an ego that his own self-image—as a roguish but well-dressed minstrel with a handsome face and long locks of silky hair—overrode the perceptions others had of him as a smug, self-important prick. Katrina Ritches, on the other hand, appeared very much as she would in the real world, with no embellishments or exaggerations. Dante, meanwhile, blended in with his surroundings even more so than usual, while Emily… Well, if anyone else could see Emily with aethereal eyes, they might have questioned who it was they were looking at.

But not Shelley; Shelley understood the uneasy shifting between forms, as if there were two very different people standing in the same space at the same time. She recognised both, but one she hadn’t seen in over two years.

Shelley didn’t want to think of that, though, so she tried to distract herself by pointing out Byron to Shuck. “He’s probably the one who sold Vincent and Blake whatever it was they’d been smoking. And that guy you can hardly see is, well…”

“Let me guess: that would be Dante Orpheus.”

Long ago, Shelley had told Shuck about Dante and the way he’d been avoiding her since his mother disappeared, but she had never described him. Nor had she told Shuck his full name.

“Is he a regular too?” she asked.

“Nae, but he looks just like his father, right down tae that cloak.”

That was something he wouldn’t like to hear. If Shelley ever needed strike a nerve, now she had the means (not that she would ever have the guts). “Was his father—”

Before she could continue, a ripple of apprehension ran through Shuck’s fur and his ears pricked up. “Watch out, Shell,” he said, “there are two Sophists just around that corner.”

Shelley noticed the corner in question take on new detail as fresh eyes painted the aether with their observations. As a pair of figures marched into view, their armoured forms pulsating with magical current, she scrambled behind the nearest wall. Something about the way their attention defined the shapes around her—from paths and posts to drains and gutters—made her uneasy; it couldn’t penetrate the fog, but it captured everything else in such vivid detail she could hardly tell the difference between aether and reality. Maybe, she feared, they could even spot an immaterial projection on another plane.

“Keep calm,” said Shuck, “it’s not you they’re after. Seems they’ve got a friend flanking yours tae drive them out of hiding. I hope those kids are as capable as their parents.”

Before Shelley could ask Shuck how he even knew their parents, the wall opposite her exploded in detail. Shelley felt her immaterial friend tremble and reached out to run a reassuring hand through his fur. His tails swished.

The Sophists moved closer.

“Dammit, Shell,” hissed Shuck through clenched teeth. “That’s nae ordinary Sophist. That’s a seer!”

Shelley had never heard of the Sophists employing seers before, but then, a few hours ago, she had never heard of the Sophists flying ships, either. So much for them being some grassroots, back-to-basics ‘community’ who eschewed machines and magic for a more ‘natural’ lifestyle! She pulled her knees up to her chest and tried her best to ignore the outside world; that was how you hid in the aether. It was weird like that.

“Be careful,” said Shuck, placing a paw on her arm. “Go too far down that path and there’s nae coming back.”

She knew the dangers, but she wasn’t ready to give up on the world quite yet. Not while she still had some friends, at least. So long as she remembered, so long as she wanted to live in their world, she wouldn’t lose herself completely.

The Sophists were a few steps away now, emerging from the fog and into the protective bubble of purple li— No! She had to ignore them. The more she thought about them, the more she acknowledged them, the more likely they were to notice her.

She was a nobody. She had to be a nobody.

“You got something?” asked an unfamiliar voice.

The light narrowed on the alleyway. “I think so. It’s—”

Just as Shuck looked ready to pounce, the seer’s attention swept away from them—and across the street, to where Emily and the others had made a break from cover.

“What in blazes?” said Shuck. “What’re those bleedin’ idiots doing?”

It was Dante leading the charge—Dante—pushing through the fog towards the purple light. Emily followed closed behind him, then Byron and, finally, Katrina. The latter was calling out “We can’t!”

The two Sophists forgot all about Shelley and moved to intercept, the third member of their team joining them from out of a nearby street. Either his flanking tactic had worked, or someone—maybe Dante—had noticed him. Shelley glanced at her watch and saw her resolve wavering, the hands of time speeding up as her suspension of disbelief reached breaking point. It was one thing to slow time when nothing was happening around you, but another to watch things play out at half speed and to accept it as reality. With each thump of Dante’s flight upon the dusty street, Shelley’s time fled and his speed increased.

He was heading for the house. Her house. The safe house.

Shuck was on his feet, ears erect, tails slashing through the air. “Ye’ve got tae stop them, Shell. Call out tae them or something. If they try tae enter the house while the Sophists are right behind them…”

No, they wouldn’t. Why would they? Seelie wouldn’t risk it.

Then Dante crashed though the front door and stumbled into the hallway beyond.

Right in view of the Sophists.

Shelley ducked behind a nearby wall as the armoured figured passed by and stopped in front of the house, just as Alonie slammed the door in their faces.

“If they’ve already defiled the sanctuary, what’s wrong with us following them?” said one, his voice young and impatient, his armour polished to a sheen but dulled by the shining forms stood beside him.

“Because,” said another, his voice older, more commanding that his fellow’s, his armour a golden bull wrapped around his body, “the Director gave us direct orders not to enter these buildings, no matter the circumstances. I suggest the pair of you inform him of this development while I stand watch. It seems they are using this building as some kind of gathering place.”

“I have a better idea,” said the seer, her words weaving an intoxicating spell into the aether so that nobody could ignore them. Her armour was brightest of all, a shroud of silver that clung tight to her body and accentuated her curves (because, hey, gotta make sure everyone knows there’s a woman under there!). “Mr Grantham, you report back while I help Sir Firenze here stand guard.” The words seeped into the young man’s armour, but struggled to take root in his elder. Shelley watched, spellbound as the seer shaped the aether itself to try to implant her suggestion into her commander’s soul.

“There’s nothing your eyes can do here, seer,” he said, filling his words with enough snarling disgust to deflect her attempts at manipulation. “If we cannot enter in body, we most certainly cannot enter in spirit. A sanctuary is a sanctuary.”

“And this ‘sanctuary’ has a back door. Maybe you should keep an eye on it. Or are you prepared to tell the Father you allowed suspected hylics to escape because of some dogged obsession with unrecognised protocol?”

There was no need for magic. “Fine,” the commander huffed. “Mr Grantham, go report back to the Director. I’ll check around the back. And you,” he pointed at the seer, “try not to forget who we’re dealing with. These are students of Rembrandt Payne, not some drug-addled vultures.”

Shelley and Shuck stayed hidden as the young peacekeeper jogged past them and towards the marketplace. “Now all we can do is hope Guirlande still has a shred of decency left in him,” said Shuck. “And you should head back inside before that Firenze fella locks the back door down.”

Shelley groaned. The quirks of amateur astral projection were nothing if not frustrating. If somebody was watching that door, then its aethereal shadow would adapt in kind. A shut door was a shut door, and Shelley didn’t have nearly the strength to override another person’s beliefs, let alone to influence the material world with nothing but her own. She might have read plenty of books on the subject, but knowledge could only take you so far.

She was just about to make a break for the door when the world around her shifted, once again exploding into sudden detail.

The seer was looking straight at her.

“You—”

The last thing Shelley saw was the pale eyes of the bloodline, staring into hers. The last thing, and the first.

15: The Gathering Place



“Shell?”

Shelley lay on the bed, face paler than usual, her blue eyes wide with fear. Her mouth opened with a silent cry. Emily clasped her hand and smiled. “Come on, Shelley Eoghan, I know you’re in there.”

Names were an anchor, her mother had taught her. That was why they were so important. Pulled back from whatever nightmare had threatened to claim her, Shelley glanced around the room, then breathed a sigh of relief.

“Welcome back,” said Emily, helping her friend to sit up.

Shelley pushed hair from out of her face. “Fer a moment there, I thought ye were that bloody seer.”

Emily hid a frown at the thought of a possible relative working for the Sophists. “I figured that was you out there,” she said. Shelley’s projections were not nearly as obvious as Dante’s, but then Shelley knew what she was doing.

“Aye. I wanted tae spy on the Director, but…” Her eyes dropped with disappointment.

“If it makes you feel any better, we couldn’t have got here without you. Those Sophists had us flanked, and if you hadn’t caused a distraction when you did, I’m not sure what would have happened.”

Shelley wrapped her arms around her chest. “Did Seelie send you here?” she asked.

“Seelie? Nah, this was Dante’s idea. I don’t know what came over him. He just grabbed my hand and off he went. He said something about this place being safe?” That was about all he had said, though—his burst of adrenaline had petered out almost as soon as they entered the building. “He’s been acting a little odd today,” she added. “You’ll never believe it, but we caught him projecting just before we came here.”

If Shelley’s eyes grew much wider, they would have consumed her face.

“I’m serious,” said Emily. “You should give him some tips.” Anything to get the two of them talking again. “Probably not right now, though. He’s already back to his moody old self.”

Shelley replied with the flicker of a smile and a grunt of amusement. It would take a lot of effort to repair that bridge. It might have helped if Emily had some idea of what burnt it in the first place. All she knew was that Shelley and Dante had been childhood friends until the night Dante lost his mother. The Sophists had a lot to answer for.

And now they were outside—perhaps the very same ones who set Torhout Forest ablaze—watching, waiting. Emily slipped out of Shelley’s room for a quick scan of the situation. The house they’d found shelter in was of modern design, with clusters of private rooms arranged around open-plan communal areas, not unlike her own apartment. Unlike Lucretia House, however, this place had a large hallway that connected its numerous floors with a winding stairway. Shelley’s room was on the second floor, a short distance from the hallway. Peering over the balcony, Emily could see Dante pacing and Alonie stood glowering at the front door. Katrina, meanwhile, was sitting on the stairs, keeping watch over the detoxing Lance Algar while Chris Shaw busied himself with some ‘investigating’. Byron had followed his example. It was, as he’d put it, a riddle of a house, lost within a mystery of a fog and trapped beneath an enigma of a shell. And he was not the only one who wanted answers.

“You think it’s okay if I have a look around?” Emily asked Shelley.

“I—I dunno.” Her friend looked away, her lips pursed. “It’s not my house and I, well…”

“Don’t like invading other people’s personal space?” Some things never changed. Shelley nodded an affirmative. “I know how you feel.” Emily would never do that sort of thing. Emily Fomalhaut was a nice girl.

Aliza Adel, however…

And Shelley had known Aliza—or, at least, a facet of her. Emily could see it in her eyes, in that slight twitch of knowing humour on her lips. The person she had known, the one who came before Emily, would have no scruples about invading a person’s privacy. That was how the Macha worked; if it gave her an advantage, something she could use for barter or for blackmail, then it was fair game. The Sidhe knew that. That was why they had asked for her help. And, even now, even as Emily wanted more than anything to find an alternative, a way to placate them that wouldn’t hurt her friends, she found the lines between her past and present selves blurring, the walls between Aliza and Emily and the Macha starting to crack.

“Just…” Shelley glanced to her side, her pause reminding Emily of the Princess Phantasia and her unseen advisor, “try not to disturb anything?”

“The way things are going, I doubt I’ll have the time.”

With the way things were going, Emily was beginning to regret turning down Lord Freyr’s original proposition. Two years ago, he had offered to make her a new person, somebody with a whole other life, a world apart from her past. Instead, she had only asked that he revoke her name, hide her scars behind the illusion of Emily Fomalhaut, while retaining those few friends she held dear. It was a compromise born of fear, and now those same friends would pay the price, one way or another.

Not that Emily was about to let that happen. Not while she still had a choice.

She started her search with the second floor, but found little besides locked doors and empty rooms. The first floor, however, was a different story, and she soon found what appeared to be an office, its window looking down on the courtyard below. At the room’s centre, a quartet of desks surrounded a set of revolving shelves laden with study resources, including a number of books—real, physical books of the sort Emily and Leira collected, with delicate pages and dog-eared covers. Emily recognised some of them from the Theatre’s own library (‘A History of the Modern Courts’, ‘Societies of the World from Cataclysm to Unity’, ‘Transmutation: Reshaping the World’), and others from her own (‘Inner Worlds’, ‘Synthetics’), but there was one that, the moment she lay eyes upon it, sent an icy chill through every nerve of her body: ‘The Wings of the Erebus’, by Rinoa Hannigan.

With slight hesitation, she picked it up and turned to the first page.

‘To Cyrus’ read the author’s scrawled handwriting.

Time seemed to stop, as if Emily had cast herself into that safe, eternal moment of a world where the underground lake lapped at her ankles. It was the same book, the one her parents borrowed from their friend, Cyrus—the same Cyrus who had been there that night, six years ago. The night everything changed.

“They got her, Aliana. Pleiades got Ophelia.”

“Ah, Emily!”

Emily almost dropped the book in surprise. Byron stood at the door, scanning the office from beneath the brim of his hat. “It seems you have discovered some kind of classroom,” he said.

“Judging by these books, they were with Seelie,” said Emily, placing the book back on the shelf.

“They also had children,” said Byron, as he stepped into the office. “I spied a room filled with toys while you convened with Shelley. Is she well, by the way?”

“She’s fine. What sort of toys were they?” She wondered how old the children might have been at the time—and how old it would make them now. She had an idea at the back of her mind, and she wasn’t sure she liked it.

“Basic things, really. Balls, noise-makers, things that might have had a great deal more colour in brighter days.”

“So, the sort of things you’d give to a baby, or an infant?”

Byron shrugged. “One would presume so. I cannot say I’ve experience in such things…” He moved over to the desk and took an immediate interest in a book entitled ‘Neo Lemegeton’. “If so, one can only infer that those children would be little younger than ourselves. Assuming, of course, they survived.”

Emily thought of Dante, pacing about the hallway, knowing where this place was and that it was ‘safe’. She wondered if he came here often. She always assumed he grew up in the forest with his Donaran mother. Maybe that wasn’t the case. Maybe she had spent time in Seelie and fled back into the forest after whatever happened here fourteen years ago. Maybe there was even more to it than that. She almost didn’t want to know, because then she would start to question whether her own life was one big soup of coincidences, or a tapestry of schemes and manipulations.

“Do you think they’re still around?” asked Byron.

“Probably people we know,” she replied.

“No, these entities.” He indicated to the book he was browsing. “This tome is dated to thirty years ago, but even the spirits are vulnerable to our world’s harsh realities.”

“No idea,” she said with a shrug. She wasn’t particularly fond on the whole spirits-and-demons thing. Seers made excellent channellers and, more often than not, it wasn’t through choice. Just the thought of it made her stomach twist. “I’m going to check elsewhere before the Sophists get bored and break down the doors.”

She stole a glance at the poet as she left and noticed him stashing the book into his satchel. She wondered how many others he might steal. In truth, she envied him; she would have taken a few for her own collection, were it not for her pesky morals.

Emily’s morals.

If the office had been an orderly workspace, the studio next door was its antithesis. In one corner sat a stringless guitar, a broken keyboard, and a violin with half its neck snapped off; in the other a pile of canvases, some with half-painted imaginations dulled by neglect. She prised them apart and found an unfinished painting of a young couple cradling a tiny baby in their arms. It wasn’t detailed enough to make any positive identifications, but Emily knew it wasn’t Dante because all three figures had pale skin.

She breathed a sigh of relief; not everything had to be a coincidence.

She was about to leave the room and check up on the Sophist situation when a door in the corner caught her eye. She was going to pass it off as a storage cupboard and get on with more important things, but gut instinct demanded she investigate; there was something about it, something that, as much as she loathed to, she could only see with her ‘third’ eye, a sense of importance that rivalled the glowing obelisks scattering the Scar’s interior.

Unlike the abandoned paintings, and much of the Scar itself, this place had a form, an identity, a soul. In fact, from the way the details of the room were etched into the aether, someone came here often.

And maybe, she thought, that someone was Dante.

She lifted her cellular for light and found her answer in scores of pictures and photographs, notes and journals, memorabilia piled together to form a shrine to times past. Emily stood there in silence, a thousand memories staring back at her from places she could have only imagined, from deserts and jungles to the top of the Seventh Wall and even the snowfields of Antarctica.

And, as she picked out the faces and attached them to the names, both written in ink and etched in aether, everything she thought she knew came into question. There was a young Chief Payne and Commander Thorbjorn, fresh out of the Theatre and ready for the Academy, standing alongside Rosencrantz Guirlande (né Brunhild). In another photo, they stood with Katrina’s parents, Anna and Bahadur, and in a neighbouring picture Chief Payne laughed with a man called Cailean Leamhnachd—the same Cailean Leamhnachd Emily saw holding a baby Shelley, who also appeared in the arms of her mother, Endora Eoghan, and (Emily assumed, based on the resemblance) aunt, Lucretia.

There were other names, too, other faces Emily recognised from the Theatre and beyond, but none of them mattered once she set eyes on the man named Cyrus Aides, whose pointed ears implied a Donaran heritage, and whose white cloak looked so very familiar—because, while wearing it, Cyrus Aides looked uncannily like his son…

Cyrus Aides, the man who came to her parents’ aid that night, six years ago, was Dante’s father, and, in near every photograph Emily could find of him, he stood with his arm around a woman with skin as pale as snow, hair dark as night, and eyes a blue so light, so brilliant, they looked as if they had been plucked from a winter’s day.

The eyes of a seer. The eyes of a Maiden.

And her name was Ophelia Orpheus.

“They got her, Aliana. Pleiades got Ophelia.”

And Emily’s eyes, her own, pale eyes, the eyes of a seer, followed the trail of unseen light, of threaded memories, to a picture at the far end of the shrine where Cyrus Aides and Ophelia Orpheus stood at the head of a small group, just outside a house bathed in purple light. Among that group were Emily’s mother, Aliana, her father Sitar and her uncle Verraden, plus several others she recognised as friends of the family. There was also a figure somebody had tried to erase with thick globs of black paint. Emily tried to peer into the photograph’s memory, but to no avail; it was like the black stain of the Erebus, a rend in reality into which only the cursed could stare.

She reached out to pluck the picture from the wall. It was the proof she needed, not just of Dante’s past, but of her own, and the connection they shared.

The pain they shared.

“Emily!”

Byron’s panic tore her out of the moment and back into the cramped cupboard shrine. “It’s the Sophists,” he said, an uncharacteristic panic replacing his usual poetry. “They’re coming.”

She heard a heavy thud from outside, the sound of metal fists pounding against a locked door, and the photograph slipped her mind.

It was happening again. The Sophists were moving.

And, beneath them, Pleiades.

~*~

Shelley peered over the edge of the rooftop wall. The storm of lost souls had gathered in strength since she saw it last, and its churning grey mists now reached towards the roof, tendrils clawing at the invisible barrier that kept them at bay. She couldn’t help but feel sorry for them. They weren’t monsters, and they weren’t evil—they were just different.

But people had a habit of hating those that were different to them. Shelley was living proof.

At least Shuck understood. He had once been a part of it, a soul among many, lost in a crowd of solitude, and, in many ways, he still was. He stood within the mists now, almost invisible against the void but for his sharp onyx eyes, which he kept focused on the oblivious seer. She thought she knew everything, and she thought she could see everything, but she was as ignorant as the rest of them. Shelley tried to imagine the look of horror on her face if she ever realised the truth. Not that she could see her face, because the seer seemed content to hide it beneath her jewelled crown of a helmet, even within the aether. Such pride never had a happy ending, and Shelley only hoped she was around to see to the inevitable fall.

For now, however, she could only watch, and she wasn’t alone.

“You hear anything?” whispered Andromeda Blumstein. Katrina Ritches had just joined her morose friend to check up on the Sophists’ activity. They were huddled close enough to Shelley that she could have tapped Katrina on the shoulder had she the skill. That would have raised no end of questions, however, so she remained discreet, unknown. So long as she didn’t draw attention to herself, they wouldn’t even know she was there. The aether was weird like that.

“I think I can hear footsteps,” said Kat. “What I’d give for some augments right now…”

Shelley met Shuck’s dark eyes, and a thought passed between them.

“It seems our friend has returned from his chat with Guirlande,” he said.

The young Sophist peacekeeper emerged from the mists a moment later, his polished armour taking on sharp form as the seer acknowledged his presence. “You took your time,” she said, her voice barely a whisper—too quiet for either Katrina or Andromeda to make out, but clear as a shout for Shelley.

“The Director requested a very thorough debriefing.”

“And what did our dear leader have to say?”

“That this house is off-limits and we are to remain guard in case the recruits attempt to leave, at which point we are to escort them to his camp.”

“Because I am sure he has an adequate punishment in mind. Very well, we shall have to take matters into our own hands.”

There was a slight hesitation in the reply. “Are you sure?”

“Mr Grantham, if you wish to exchange that battered suit of recycled junk for something with a little more majesty, you shall have to impress the Founding Father, and what better way than with hard proof of Rembrandt Payne’s unquestionable guilt? Or would you rather the Director take all the credit?”

“Y—yes, Ma’am. I understand.”

“Good. Now,”—Shelley felt a slight shiver of apprehension from her mental link with Shuck—“there are four in the basement, three ahead of us, two on the first floor—”

Shelley didn’t wait for the seer’s gaze to reach the rooftop. She flung herself at the stairway and bound down to the floor below, where her physical body was waiting for her return. Shuck appeared beside her, keeping her pace.

“Shell, ye’ve got tae tell your friends!”

“Not like this.” Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t—and how would she even explain things if she could? Hey there, I’m just a wee ghost, but I’ve got an important message fer ye…

The moment she came face-to-face with herself, sitting cross-legged on the bed, she opened her eyes. Even an amateur had no problems returning to consciousness when their projection was in the same room.

“We’ve got tae distract them somehow,” said Shuck. “We cannae let them reach the cellar or else…”

They would find the secret entrance and probably bring the whole house down to seal it. Shelley jumped up and made a dash for the hallway. She cleared the stairs to the first floor just as the Sophists started pounding on the door. Almost on instinct, Shelley ducked into the shadows.

Down in the hallway, Alonie was barricading the door with a nearby table, while Lance sat on the stairs, watching with droopy eyes of obliviousness, like a drunk slouched in a doorway after a long night’s partying. At the same time, Shelley felt a ripple of movement as an invisible Dante lunged past, making for the second floor—no doubt heading for the roof, where Katrina was. He always wanted to be a hero.

The banging stopped. Shelley turned to Shuck, his dark eyes closed as he relayed information from his friends outside. “Sounds like that young lad’s gonna charge the doors,” he said. “They mightnae hold, Shell.”

“What about that bull at the back door?” she asked, referring to the third peacekeeper, in his heavy, horned armour.

Shuck shook his head. “I cannae tell ye, lass. He’s out of our range. Way he was behaving, though, I donnae think ye have tae worry about him. Not like these two imbeciles.”

A heavy thud shook Alonie’s makeshift barricade as the Sophist peacekeeper crashed into the door. Shelley peeked out of hiding to confirm it was still holding, then ducked back when she noticed Byron emerging from a nearby room. Emily was a step behind him. Alonie glared up at them.

“Thanks for the help,” she said.

“We’re heading for the roof,” said Byron, holding up that phallic shaft of alchemium rope he liked to carry around with him. “We shall be rappelling down into the alleyway while our Sophist friends concern themselves with the door, if you would care to join?”

“Sounds exciting,” said Alonie. “But I think I’ll take my chances with Shaw and company down in the basement. At least Armstrong can put up a fight.”

Which was true, Shelley had to give her that, but if they tried to escape…

Emily stomped past Shelley’s hiding place with a grumble of discontent and made for the second floor. After a moment’s hesitation, during which Alonie gave him her best one-eyed-death-dare, Byron followed.

“Idiots,” grumbled Alonie. “C’mon, Algar, time to find your boyfriend.”

With a strength that belied her slim frame, Alonie hoisted the tall young man to his feet and started across the hallway towards the basement door at the back of the house.

Then something cracked, a violent, splintering cry that set Shelley’s hairs on end, and the front doors buckled under the peacekeeper’s might. With a guttural roar, he charged through Alonie’s barricade and into the hall, like some wild bull clad in metal. No doubts about whose armour he was after.

Alonie stood there, frozen in place. “Hey,” she said. “That’s no way to impress a lady.”

“You are no lady,” sang the voice of the seer, gliding into the room as if she were a queen come to gloat over the spoils of war. “Mr Grantham, see to the ones cowering in the basement. I shall handle this little girl myself.”

~*~

“I guess they threw one hell of a party,” said Theseus Armstrong, a dim silhouette in the candlelit basement. It was the sort of comment Chris expected from Lance, but Theseus said it with a knowing sense of humour.

John Smith, however, wasn’t one for jokes. “Unlikely,” he replied from the other side of the device. “It’s more probable that somebody transferred the power elsewhere.”

Literally, if Chris’s assumptions were correct. He ran his fingers along the edge of the mainframe, searching for the physical release mechanism. With a design that dated back to the First Arcologian Exodus over a hundred and fifty years previous, these two-metre monoliths, which oversaw a building’s construction and regulation, were reliably predictable. Finding the panel he was looking for, he prised it free.

“Just as I thought,” he said. “They didn’t drain the battery: they stole it.”

John peered over his shoulder. “How unusual.”

“I was looking around a house just before that fog got us,” said Chris, peering into the dark void where the battery should have been. “Same story there. Figured it might have been a one-off, but…”

Chris didn’t believe in coincidences.

He returned the panel to its place. “Somebody must have gathered every battery they could find for a large-scale project. Something that couldn’t wait for a dedicated shipment of supplies.” Projects that could use that much energy, however, were rare: weather control, large-scale levitation, terraforming…

It was so obvious an answer that even Theseus Armstrong had figured it out. “Like that bloody gret dome over our heads?” 

“My thoughts exactly,” said John. “My analysis of the Scar’s material structure did indicate a predominance of local sediments, suggesting an improvised mutation of the landscape took place.”

Theseus huffed. “See, Mandy, I told ya we’d get to the bottom of this.”

His girlfriend managed a half smile. “I don’t see how any of this matters,” she said. “Phoenie will kill us if we get in trouble with the Aristocracy.”

“Relax already,” said Theseus. “This is a safe house, remember?”

A heavy thud sounded through the house upstairs. Sometimes, there was such a thing as coincidences. Amanda punched her boyfriend in the arm. “What have I told you about jinxing things?” she said.

He lifted his hands in protest. “Don’t look at me!” he said, then headed over to basement’s narrow stairway. “What do you think, Sophists trying to break in, or Joel Gibson crashing through a window?”

“I’d rather not take my chances,” said Amanda. “John, you still got those directions Alonie gave you.”

“Indeed, although I already have an extensive map of the tunnels below, should we get lost. Doyle has located Vincent and Blake, by the way. They had stopped for a cigarette.”

Theseus moved over to the console. “This day just keeps throwing up the surprises, don’t it? Okay, you three get going and I’ll fetch Kat and Annie.”

Amanda coughed. “We’ll fetch Kat and Annie.”

Before her boyfriend could protest, there was another, louder crash, followed by voices and heavy footsteps. Chris, with his augmented hearing, heard it all, as did John, who relayed the conversation in his usual deadpan style.

“And that,” said Theseus, grabbing his girlfriend by the shoulders and shoving her towards the secret entrance in the corner of the basement, “is your cue to get the hell out of here. Or not,” he added, a moment later.

Chris felt it too, that voice that wasn’t a voice, whispering across time and space to inform them that retreat through the catacombs was A Very Bad Idea.

“Okay, change of plans,” said Theseus. “You three stay down here, I’ll head upstairs and—”

There was a knock at the door. A loud knock. An I’m-breaking-the-door-down type of knock. Chris stepped up beside Theseus to face the challenge head-on.

“This ain’t the time to be playing heroes,” said Theseus.

On the contrary, now was chance Chris had been waiting for since he first joined the Theatre’s training program. Everybody assumed he was just some spoilt Arcologian, but now he could prove that strength was about more than muscles. “I can handle myself in a fight,” he said, drawing his quantum pen from his pocket.

Theseus pulled at his leather glove and slipped into a defensive posture. “What’re ya planning to do?” he asked. “Point at them?”

The door above them crashed open. Chris smirked.

“As a matter of fact,” he replied, “I am.”

~*~

Emily stared at the fog looming over their heads, like one of the giant waves Theia pulled across the world. It moved like a living thing, its curdling bulk consuming the Scar’s insides. She rubbed her shoulder; from somewhere inside that silent miasma she could hear a song, faint but noticeable, its twelve notes repeating…

“I don’t know when it happened,” said Katrina. “It just did!”

“It seems some foul beast is itching to escape its bounds,” said Byron. “As I predicted, these fogs of lamentation are indeed incapable of entering the light that surrounds this place. I would wager my previous hypothesis—that the Scar is itself a magic circle, with these shrines of light acting as nodes—is therefore correct.”

“Good for you,” snarked Andromeda Blumstein, “but don’t you think we should maybe stop gawping and start getting the hell out of here?”

Not that they had anywhere left to run. Byron’s plan hadn’t taken the wall of fog into account, and nobody wanted to end up like Lance Algar. It was a sure-fire way to end up Sophist slaves—or worse.

Emily looked towards the faint glimmer of light behind the fogs, where the Scar’s singular opening looked out upon an eclipse-darkened sky. If this was all Seelie’s doing, if this was one Dionysus’s alternatives, then surely someone would act. They wouldn’t let the initiates fall into Sophist hands, and they certainly wouldn’t let them fall into that endless void, with its distant song, calling out for an end to all things.

They wouldn’t, unless…

A sharp pain screamed through her shoulder. This was all her fault. She led them all here hoping to save them, but instead she had brought them to their doom. Byron, Dante, Shelley, even her sister. Even Alonie.

Maybe, if she had paid a little more attention to the world around her, kept her eyes open as a seer should have, things might have been different. Aliza Adel would have known what to do, and the Macha would have been downstairs right now, running that traitor through with her own sword, but Emily? Emily Fomalhaut was supposed to be a nice, normal girl, and nice, normal girls did not get involved in scrying or killing.

They didn’t poke around in other people’s property, either.

Dante hadn’t once acknowledged her since he brought them to the house. Did he know? Had he realised what Emily had seen? She reached out for his hand. He was trembling beneath that oversized cloak of his—of his father’s. If only she could tell him what she knew, about the things they shared, then perhaps she could save him, but how could she ever admit to it? How could she ever admit to him that Emily Fomalhaut was a lie? A lie born in the underground, on the shores of a lake, its cold waters lapping at her feet. The one place she felt safe. The place where all time seemed to stop.

Once again, it was Byron’s panicked cry that brought her out of the depths. “Beware! Something moves within the fogs! Either salvation is at hand, or the fogs of lamentation have—”

A large shape ripped through the twisting dark to land with a metallic thud on the derelict rooftop. As two more figures joined it, the armoured figure rose to its full, intimidating height. A beaked masked looked down upon the initiates with a pair of familiar, ice-blue eyes.

“Fogs of lamentation, Mr d’Arcadie?” said the Sophist Director, Rosencrantz Guirlande. “This is no fog. This is the Erebus. Do you not hear its song?”

Emily’s shoulder burned. Twelve notes for twelve wings.

Erebus, hear our call; and please, let Theia fall…

16: A Crack in the Mask



The Erebus. Emily clutched her arms—the mere sound of that name stealing away what little heat the Scar had left. Unlike the Sophists, she did not have the luxury of enchanted armour to keep out the cold.

Neither did Byron, but at least he had his wit to shield him. “It seems our definitions of music must differ,” he said.

The Director snorted in response. His mask distorted his voice, giving it an almost inhuman, mechanical quality. “Then you are fortunate, Mr d’Arcadie. And what of the rest of you?” He turned his eyes on Emily. “Ms Fomalhaut?”

Emily matched his icy glare with her own. His bodyguards were taking up position at the corners of the roof now, turning to face the swelling storm with palms outstretched, and Emily heard two more land on the roof behind her. With only a cursory glimpse into the aether she could picture their wills reaching out to reinforce the enchanted light that kept the fog at bay. First technology, now magic—the Sophists’ public face was as much a facade as Emily’s own.

She wondered if hers was as obvious. Slipping a hand beneath her skirt, she found the hilt of her knife, the Macha’s knife. All she had to do was find a chink in the Director’s armour and she could finish the task her uncle failed all those years ago. Sure, it wouldn’t fix her life—on the contrary, it would probably be the last thing she ever did—but at least she could go out fighting. It’s how they always figured they’d go, her and Leira, the ‘Daughters of Ernmas’.

“The only song I can hear,” she said, the Macha’s vitriol bubbling to the surface, magma oozing from the shell called ‘Emily Fomalhaut’, “is the one telling me to wipe that smug look off of your face.”

They all wore it, all Sophists, even behind their masks. She’d seen it enough in her life to know it was permanent. Even their so-called Founding Father couldn’t help but grin when Verraden Sepulturero tried to take his life—and that she felt any sympathy at all for her father’s repulsive brother spoke volumes of her hatred for the Sophists.

“Smug?” asked the Director, and reached up to remove his mask. “Is that how you see me?”

His face was tight, the scars of ageing deep, his thin lips set in a stony frown.

The flare of the Macha faded just as quickly as it began. “Y-yes,” she lied. She had to turn away before instinct convinced her otherwise. Her training to recognise the subtleties of human expression made it difficult to see things that were not there.

With a grunt of dismissal, the Director turned his attention to Katrina. “I am surprised Ms Rogan isn’t here. I thought she would jump at the chance to see this sacred place with her own eyes.”

“Phoe? Naw, she was too scared. She wanted us to stage some kind of live feed for her, but I’ve not been able to get a signal.”

“Blame your broken communications on the Erebus,” said the Director, “or at least this manifestation of it. Whether it is by choice, however, I cannot say. The Erebus rarely conveys its intentions. To see it so active, however…”

“It’s alive?” asked Kat. Once again, she was speaking to the Director as if he were a friend, rather than a man who would have them strung up and tortured until they confessed to all of Seelie’s sins.

And where were Seelie, anyhow? Why hadn’t they stepped in to resolve the situation? Or was it politics again, as it was when the Sophists massacred the Donara? Was Rembrandt Payne really willing to sacrifice his students for—

The Sidhe. It all came back to them, every time. The Sidhe controlled Seelie, and Seelie controlled Rembrandt Payne. They had ordered him to stand his ground six years ago, and they had ordered him to stand his ground today.

And, if this didn’t work, if the Scar didn’t give Prince Dionysus the answers he desired, there was Avalon, the Seelie training facility Katrina had spoken about. Whatever the outcome, there was an alternative. Whatever Emily’s decision, the Sidhe would get their way and her friends would pay the price, one way or another.

With a clatter of metal, the Director paced across the rooftop and looked down into the courtyard below, where the purple obelisk spread its light to combat the fog. “It is not alive,” he said, “nor is it dead. Frankly, we do not know what it is, because even our greatest seers cannot read it. That is why the Sophists call it ‘Agnoia’, which means ‘ignorance’. Only those infected by its … ideas … have any hope of understanding it. That, I believe, is why it is here: it has recognised a kindred spirit and wishes to take them away. Like attracts like.”

Kat acknowledged the Director’s words with a thoughtful hmm, but whether she understood them was another matter. Emily understood, though. Emily understood all too well. Her shoulder burned cold with the knowledge, the insight, the experience.

“Fascinating,” said Byron, without a drop of sarcasm, “and although that indeed answers many a question, it does not answer my most pressing concern.”

“Which is?” asked the Director.

“What, precisely, do you intend to do with us? Am I to believe we are under arrest? This casual banter suggests otherwise.”

Of course they were under arrest! How could Byron be so naïve as to think otherwise? The Sophists had wanted an opportunity like this for a long time. Now their only salvation lay in divine intervention—or death. Emily grasped the hilt of her knife. The Director had exposed his face for all to see. It would prove to be a fatal mistake.

“You are not under arrest,” said the Director. “In fact, I had hoped you would escape this place unaccosted. Unfortunately, it would see that some of my people have elected to ignore my orders in the hope of earning themselves favour with our superiors. I am, however, quietly confident that they shall not succeed.”

~*~

“Look at the pair of you,” said the peacekeeper, anonymous behind his steel helmet. “You’re an embarrassment.”

“Says the guy in the tin can,” replied Theseus.

“Shut it, farm boy, or I’ll have you shovelling shit.”

Chris kept a step away from Theseus, pretending to mind his own business while calibrating the settings on his quantum pen. He would only have one shot at this, so it had to be perfect. If he chose the wrong frequency, it was all over. He’d always been a gambling man.

“Who’re you calling a boy?” said Theseus. Chris had suggested he stall for time. “I’m seventeen.”

The Sophist shuddered with pent-up rage. “Seventeen? And still playing games with Seelie? You should be out there servicing the community to earn your keep. By the time I was your age, I already had my commission, signed by the Father himself.”

Chris could see the rest of the candle-lit room reflected in the peacekeeper’s armour. John and Amanda had taken shelter behind the mainframe before he had noticed them. They were the backup. Foundation simulations had taught him to take advantage of every possible tool at his disposal—‘on site procurement’, they called it—but he had never thought he would come to rely on inexperienced teenagers.

Not that he would need them. The calibrations were complete. Chris pointed his quantum pen at the Sophist’s face.

“Don’t point that thing at me, you Malkuthian scum!”

“It’s just a scientific instrument,” said Chris, and activated the sonic pulse.

The Sophist cried out, but he should have fallen to his knees in agony. Chris realised his mistake—not accounting for the archaic helmet—too late. Before he had chance to adjust, the Sophist swiped the pen from his hand.

“I know what you pretty-boys are like with your ‘scientific instruments’,” he said, as he tried to snap the pen in two. Failing, he flung it across the room and reached for his sword. “I’ll show you a real weapon, you amateur.”

Theseus was quick, perhaps transhumanly so. He grasped the hilt of the Sophist’s sword and drew it from its sheath before the peacekeeper could stop him. As the two men scrambled for an advantage, Chris spun about in search of his pen. Just as he spotted it, a heavy fist slammed into his shoulder and knocked him down. It didn’t break his bones, but it hurt like hell.

Theseus must have lost his footing, because he was sprawled out near the doorway, stunned, but conscious. The Sophist, meanwhile, was about to recover his discarded sword. He didn’t notice, as Chris did, the swarm of nanomachines scuttling across the ground towards it. As he gripped the hilt, they rushed over the steel blade and reduced it to dust. At the same time, Amanda called Chris’s name and tossed him his quantum pen. Theseus was on his feet as well.

“What—” Before the Sophist could finish, Theseus tackled him from behind, pinning him to the ground so that the nanomachine swarm could turn its attentions on his mask. As the steel fell from his spluttering face, Chris thrust his pen forward and released a second sonic burst. He didn’t make the same mistake twice.

This time, the Sophist clunked to the ground with a whimpering cry.

“Amateur, huh?” said Theseus. He picked up the strip of leather that had once wound its way around the hilt of the peacekeeper’s sword. “This your work, Johno?”

John emerged from hiding. “I took command of the mainframe’s transmutor drones,” he explained. “Though they are designed for construction and repair purposes, I ordered them to consume any steel-based items in the vicinity.”

They had already started work on the Sophist’s armour, revealing a young man no older than twenty beneath it. His ears were bleeding from the sonic assault. Nothing modern technology couldn’t repair.

“Quaint,” said Chris. “Guess the old stuff still has its uses.”

“Indeed,” said John. “As my father would say, ‘lateral thinking with seasoned technology’.”

“Good stuff, lads,” said Theseus, “now, you thinking of hanging ‘round here all day or what? I figure the ol’ tin can’s out for the count. Not that there’s much of a tin can left on him.”

Chris looked down at the unconscious peacekeeper. All that remained of his armour was a fine silver dust. The Foundation classified the Sophists as ‘big on talk, not on tech’, and this fellow had proven it. What that said about the wreckage in the forest, however, was a question for another day.

“Let’s get moving,” said Chris. “A hero’s work is never done!”

~*~

Shelley cowered in the shadows. She was no hero. If her mother heard about this, if Endora Eoghan heard that her daughter was too afraid, too weak, too pitiful to stand up against the Sophists, she would disown her. Every thought of failure drove her further into the lonely night.

“Dinnae beat yerself up about it, lass,” said Shuck. “Ain’t nobody expecting ye tae go toe-tae-toe with someone like that.”

But she had to do something. She had to. If she didn’t, Alonie would end up a prisoner, or worse. Too afraid to move from her hiding place, Shelley closed her eyes and pictured the scene below her. She was no seer, and nor would she ever be, but she could at least see the basics, the abstraction of ideas imprinted in the aether.

The seer helped. Her gaze had swept over every corner of the hallway, taken in every detail and imposed it upon the immaterial world. Thanks to her, Shelley could see things she never knew existed, trails of character her friends left behind like footprints, some heading towards the cellar, others upstairs. And there, in this midst of this brilliant nebula of details, stood Alonie Kent, flecks of purple fire twisting around her, a shield against the seer’s words.

“You’re more competent that I expected,” she said to Alonie, her voice filled with a grudging respect. “Proof, if ever we needed it, that our Father has gone too light on you people. This, however, will be the end of that.”

“You won’t get away with this,” said Alonie. “Seelie won’t stand for it.”

The seer laughed, a cruel and haughty sound that reverberated around her winged helmet. “My dear, Seelie doesn’t care what happens to you. They only care for their own selfish interests, nothing more. You can trust me on that.”

“I wouldn’t trust you with anything.” Shelley winced at her friend’s flippant attitude. She knew how well the Sophists responded to disrespect—she could still feel her own bruises.

“No, I don’t suppose you would. Our Father has always said that the arrogance of you arcologians would be your downfall. For your sake, I suggest you accept his offer of rehabilitation. Learn to love beyond yourself, and our community shall respond in kind.”

“I’d rather be dead than a slave.”

“Such narcissism,” said the seer. “Do you not even care what happens to your boyfriend? Look at the poor thing, struggling even to stand. The Agnoia haunts him. Already, its whispers take root in his soul.”

So long as Alonie had a hold of Lance, she could not escape, and Shelley knew there was no way she would leave anyone—even someone as annoying as Lance—to the mercy of the Sophists.

“Boyfriend? In his dreams maybe.”

“So, you care so little you would condemn him? Or was your aim from the start to seduce his heart so you could break it? I had heard this place was once rife with whores, but I did not expect—”

Shelley recoiled from the blast of imaginary heat and, when she dared to look back, Alonie burned, specks of fire now a violet inferno, cloaking her like Sophist armour.

“I am not a whore.” She spoke each word slowly, deliberately, each one a blade of hot iron, a flaming fist of declaration. The seer seemed almost a shadow before a star.

“Interesting,” she said. “And unexpected. But you realise this only makes my choice that much easier. I only hope the sight of your bloodied corpse does not condemn that poor boy further.”

The seer braved a step towards the aethereal fire and reached for her sword. As her blade shone free of its scabbard, cold as ice, ready to cut the sun from the skies, Alonie faltered, her cloak diminished, like summer falling into autumn as winter loomed ever closer.

Shelley’s second jump happened in an instant. She knew it was a risk, but the consequences were worse. “Stop!” she cried, as she appeared behind the seer.

The Sophist turned. Her, two jumps deep, she was no longer some faceless fiend in polished armour but a figure bathed in veins of electric blue, each line a dozen words compressed, a prayer to cast back the Dark. She looked down on Shelley’s lacklustre form with a face of chiselled beauty, as if someone had carved the features of an angel from the finest porcelain. Her eyes were like cold stars, terrifying in their strength and irresistible in their allure.

Then she smiled, and she looked just like Emily. And, Shelley thought, just like Alonie, too. Steeling herself against the seer’s power, she clenched her fists.

“Ye better leave my friend alone, or you’ll be sorry,” she said, her voice a pitiful cry against a raging storm.

Behind the seer, Alonie’s flame still flickered, but it was a whimper of its former self. Yet even as her fire dwindled, the light in her eyes remained—her eyes! For as long as Shelley had known her, Alonie Kent had the red eyes of Malkuthian augmentation, but here, now, those eyes were as pale and piercing as the seer’s own—and, as soon as Shelley caught them, those last flames died to an ember, as if in shame.

“Oh, you must be the one I saw earlier,” said the Sophist. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time for an amateur like you.”

Shelley felt her resolve crumbling like the Grampian Mountains before the battering walls of Theia’s oceanic rage. How could a miserable little nobody like her ever hope to achieve anything when bathed in the brilliance of so many stars?

Dinnae be stupid, Shell! It was her voice, and Shuck’s voice, and Emily and Alonie’s too. Ye cannae just stand here and let that bitch talk down tae ye like that!

For their sake, she had to make this count.

“I’ll have ye know that I’m nae amateur,” she said. “My name’s Shelley Moira Eoghan, daughter of Endora Eoghan, and if ye mess with me and my friends, then yer messing with her.”

That caught her attention. “Endora Eoghan?” she said. “Aeons be praised, It seems I’m spoilt for choice! Shelley Moira Eoghan, you say?”

Shelley realised then her mistake—her stupid, amateur mistake—but it was too late to correct it; a name heard through the aether was a name known.

“Silly girl,” said the seer as the chains took shape around her prey, “did Seelie never teach you the dangers of declaring yourself to strangers?” She lifted a finger and curled it towards her as if summoning a pet or small child. Shelley felt the chains tighten around her imaginary limbs, then yank her forward at immeasurable speed. If she were dreaming, she would have woken up from the shock.

And, much to her surprise, that was exactly what happened. As she lay there on the balcony, staring up at the ceiling, her body too numb to move, she heard the Sophist scream, the clatter of armour as she fell, the sound of hurried footsteps on the carpet.

“Shell?” It was Alonie, her red eye aglow in the dimness. “Are you okay? I just—I saw—and then this … this dog, or cat, I don’t know … it—it just…”

Shelley turned her head. Shuck stood there next to her, a shadow in the dark.

“Ye wee daft lass, what did ye go and do that fer?”

Shelley managed a smile. I guess this means we’re even, huh?

“There’re nae debts between us,” he replied. “I’ll always be here fer ye.”

She looked back to Alonie, and they shared a moment’s awkward silence. Then Alonie managed a rare smile—so like Emily’s it was uncanny. “I don’t know what the hell you did back there, but thanks. I, eh…” She bit her lip. “Probably best we not tell anyone about this. Ever.”

Shelley’s voice felt dry in her own throat. “Aye.”

~*~

Lies! It had to be. Emily knew the Sophists better than anyone—and yet still she couldn’t look the Director in the eye. “So, you’re just going to let us all go out of the kindness of your own heart, is that it?” She blamed her sharpness on the pain in her shoulder. It grew worse with every throb of the fogs, every note she heard on the distant wind, calling to her.

“It would not be the first time I have let you escape Sophist retribution.”

Emily’s grip locked around the hilt of her knife, and it took every muscle in her body tightening at once to keep her from taking things further. Against her better judgement, she lifted her gaze, met the Director’s face with a vicious, uncompromising sneer. She could hardly see him for the shadows, but she could sense him deflecting her hatred with nary a flinch. If only she had an opening. If only she had a crack.

“Emily, really—”

“Shut it, Byron! I’ve had enough of this—this … people like him using me like I’m some kind of tool to get them what they want. They think they’re all so fucking clever. I’m sick of it!” She didn’t realise until the last word that she had thrust her knife it in the Sophist’s direction, a quivering finger of rage with a razor-sharp edge.

It clattered to the floor as the last of her energy bled away.

“I don’t want any of it anymore. I want to be left alone. I want to—to be a normal person.”

The Director’s low voice rumbled across the rooftop, “I understand your pain, Emily.”

Understand? How the fuck could he ever understand?

Katrina placed a hand on her arm. “Emily,” she said, “please…”

No, she thought, you can’t understand me either. None of you can. Least of all him!

She threw one last, impotent glare the Director’s way, but he had cast his eyes skyward. “You see, Rembrandt?” he said, so soft his words would have been lost to all but a Maiden’s ears. “They are still children. Must we condemn another generation to suffer the Erebus?”

If anything, the fog seemed thicker than ever, an infinite sea of darkness straining against the barrier of light.

“There’s no such thing. You’re lying.”

The words tore Emily out of the shadows; they were Dante’s, mumbled but audible. He stood there with his back to the group, a pillar of white in the dark, hands thrust deep inside his cloak pockets.

“Lying, Mr Orpheus? And how might I be lying?”

“Because,” he turned to face the Director with a look that frightened Emily with its intensity, in life and aether both, “there’s no such thing as the Erebus. It’s just an illusion, a story people use to explain things they don’t understand.”

The Director’s frown deepened, and he closed his eyes in quiet disappointment. “Denial, Mr Orpheus, is a dangerous thing. The more you deny something, the stronger it becomes. After all, an idea ignored vanishes into history, but an idea opposed takes on as much shape, and as much life, as one embraced.”

“I’m not denying it exists,” replied Dante, his tone growing sharper, his jaw tighter, “I’m saying it’s just some … some faerie tale. It’s a story for scaring children. And … and there are people out there who can’t separate that from reality. There are people who’ll believe in it because they’ve lost all hope and they’re ill—ill in the mind”—he jabbed a finger at his skull—”and the idea consumes them. They actually end up believing that there’s some evil force out there bringing misery to the world when it’s just … it’s just people!”

Kat stood transfixed, and even Byron was silent; no one had ever seen Dante like this, not even his oldest friends.

“And you people”—he thrust his finger at the Director and his entourage—”encourage it. You keep the illusion going because it gives you power. It gives you an excuse to commit genocide. And people buy it, because people are stupid.”

The Director endured Dante’s flurry of accusations like a spire of stone standing strong against a maelstrom, and even his associates remained unmoved—Emily thought they might have drawn their swords by now, or at least threatened to shut Dante up.

“So,” the Director crossed his arms, “what you’re saying is that the Erebus is not this cloud of matter welling up around us, and it is not some spiritual cancer eating away at the souls of our loved ones, but it is simply an idea? A mere illness? Depression, perhaps? Certainly, there is a great deal of that in the world.”

“You only call it Erebus because you don’t understand it.”

“And you, I presume, do?”

Dante replied with a cold stare, but Emily could see behind the mask, see all the tiny little details, the muscular twitches and their aethereal counterparts that told her he was about to crack.

If the Director saw them, he did not care. “And, if I might be so bold as to ask, where did you learn all this?” he asked, continuing his offensive. “After all, if you have such insight into the Erebus, why wouldn’t you share it? If we knew such things fourteen years ago, why, we would never have had to build this”—he waved a hand across the horizon—“delightful blot on the landscape.”

Unblinking, Dante replied, “I have friends in high places.”

“So it would seem. Which leads me to wonder what you’re hiding your pocket. It’s rather obvious, you know. If you truly wish to hide something, you would do better to ignore it.”

“I’m not hiding anything.” He lifted his hand from his pocket, but Emily knew, as the Director did, that it was a poor lie.

“I could take it by force, you know?” The Director gestured to his guards, but they did not move to draw their weapons. “But I would rather you admit it of your own free will.”

“I have nothing to hide.”

“Oh, but you do. It is a small, white device, is it not? About the size of a book? And it proclaims to contain all the ‘truth’”—he sneered—“in the world.”

Emily had never felt so cold. She wanted it to be a lie, some stupid Sophist trick on the Director’s part, but she had seen it in the forest. Now all she could do was hope that there was some mistake, that it was some other white tablet, and not the one she saw consume her uncle’s life.

It had to be different. It had to be a coincidence. It had to.

“But what concerns me,” continued the Director, “is how a young man such as yourself could come by such a cursed thing. They are not handed out freely.” He reached up and stroked his beard. “Unless…”

His face dropped, paled in the darkness, as if all the life had drained out of him. “Ophelia,” he said. “They got to her, didn’t they?”

“They got her, Aliana. Pleiades got Ophelia”

The Director lips dissolved to a thin frown. “Arided.”

If speaking the name ‘Erebus’ was the equivalent of sticking a knife in Dante’s gut, then ‘Arided’ was the twist. He took a staggering step away from the Director, then another. He looked like he could fall at any moment. Emily started towards him.

“Mr Orpheus,” said the Director, “Dante, you have my sincerest apologies. I thought your mother dead, or at worst consumed, but if they have her—”

“No! I won’t let you deceive me! She’s safe now!”

The Director turned his ashen face towards Emily, then Dante, then Emily again, as if filling in the blanks of his own puzzle. Then his sympathy turned to anger. “This is—”

But, before he could say another word, the walls that protected them from the shadow-mass outside gave way, and the world turned dark.

~*~

He drifted through the Dark. The other world—worlds—seemed so distant, so meaningless, like dreams that would soon fade. In one, he spent six years of his short life working towards a goal that did not exist; in the other, he found himself face-to-face with truths he would rather deny. One world was pale, monochrome, infused with an irritating fog that crept around a town lost in time; the other was pale, monochrome, infused with an irritating fog that crept around a forest devoid of life.

What was the difference, really? They were the same. Everything was the same.

A lie.

An endless, repeating lie.

An endless, repeating song.

He looked up and saw her hanging there, tethered to the Dark, naked and alone, barely a shadow in a world of nothing. If this was the truth, if this was reality, then maybe it was for the best if Theia fell.

Let Theia fall, so death shows us the way to a—

“Who are you?”

The question overpowered the song. Was it his voice? He’d almost forgotten what it sounded like. No, it was another, a familiar voice, female…

“Who are you?”

He thought for a moment. Could he even answer that question? What point was a name when you were alone?

“Who are you?”

The voice grew more insistent, and he realised then that there was someone standing with him, watching him with eyes like a twilight sky and a smile as delicate as a crescent moon. She reached out, offering her hand to him, and he could tell her anything. She was his saviour.

“I am—”

“Dante!”

He recoiled as darkness exploded into light.

17: Fear of the Light



“Phantasia.”

“That will be Princess Phantasia to you.”

The Director did not correct himself. He was either extremely brave or extremely foolish. Which one, Emily wasn’t sure. In fact, she could hardly be sure of anything.

The darkness had vanished just as soon as it appeared, its twelve-note song fleeing into the cracks and crevices like cockroaches scurrying to escape the first rays of morning sun. Already the Scar seemed clearer and, for the first time, Emily could see from one end of the dome’s interior to the other—and it was all because of her.

Princess Phantasia was as radiant and cheerful as Emily remembered, though she was once again putting on that show of pompous royalty, looking down her nose at the people around her as if they were inferior subjects unfit to touch the drifting ribbons of her delicate white dress. “I declared myself your saviour,” she said, her eyes wandering the group, “and so I have saved you from the Erebus.”

“That you have,” said the Director. “How uncanny of you.”

There was a definite hostility in his voice, a coldness to match his eyes. Emily glanced around the rooftop, then beyond, up to the cracks and openings in the Scar’s dome, searching for signs of Princes Freyr and Dionysus. They were sure to be watching, and if the Director continued his present tone he would face the consequences.

A crash of doors pulled Emily’s attention back to the rooftop in time to see Theseus Armstrong charging out of the house, a Sophist sword raised and ready to strike. The moment he caught sight of the Director and his armoured companions, he slipped into a defensive stance.

“At ease, Mr Armstrong,” said the Director. “I am not as inclined to violence as some of my less-auspicious associates. I presume they were no trouble for you?”

Theseus eyed the Sophists, as if sizing up his chances, then lowered the weapon to his side. “We en’t as incompetent as you’d want us to be,” he replied, as disrespectful towards the Director as the Director was towards the Sidhe.

“Good. I would advise—”

But, with Princess Phantasia around, the Director’s advice would have to wait its turn. “Greetings, Theseus Armstrong!” she said, dancing around the newcomer as he struggled to contain his unbridled exasperation at her sudden appearance. “Do not fear for the safety of your friends, for I have already saved them, as is my duty and my purpose.”

Tall, tanned and toned, Theseus couldn’t have looked more out of place if he strode into the World’s End. “Well, eh, cheers, Princess. I guess.” He looked to his Veritas companions, Katrina and Andromeda, the latter breaking a rare smile at his predicament. “Can we go home now? My brain hurts.”

The Director cleared his throat, “As I was about to say, I would advise you take your leave through the basement passageway.”

“En’t that supposed to be a secret?”

“It is.”

Theseus shrugged. “Suppose I can look forward to seeing your solicitors soon, yeah?”

“That will not be the case. I will, however, suggest you visit Commander Shimomura as soon as possible. And that goes for all of you. This place is poisonous to mind and body alike.”

Emily wanted to snark at him for acting like he was a Seelie officer, but then she remembered seeing his youthful face in the memorial shrine below and had to turn away before she saw it again in the man before her.

“We’ll, eh, do that,” said Theseus. He sounded as confused as Emily felt. As Andromeda moved to his side, he turned to Kat. “You coming?”

“I’ll be right behind you,” she said.

Her attentions were on Dante. He hadn’t spoken a word since his rage against the Director. Now he was just standing there, fists clenched at his sides, a thick mop of sweaty hair covering his downcast face.

“He has faced an awful truth,” said the Director. “Ms Ritches, make sure he sees Commander Shimomura as quickly as possible. I doubt he will open up, but we cannot take chances. After that, he should rest.”

Katrina nodded, then put her arm around Dante’s shoulder and guided him towards the stairs. As he passed by, Emily caught the slightest glimpse of his face, his unblinking, tear-stained eyes, his mouth, hung limp in a frozen moment of disbelief. She brushed her fingers along the back of his hand, but his heart lay locked behind a shell thicker than any Scar. Emily bit down on her lip. She knew that place better than anyone, and she knew where it led—and Dante didn’t need that kind of burden. He didn’t need that kind of debt.

Emily watched as Princess Phantasia followed him indoors. She would save him, she said, as she would save them all. Emily wondered what she would ask for in return.

No, Dante didn’t need that kind of debt at all. No one did. It was a fool’s debt.

“A deal with the Sidhe is a dangerous thing,” said the Director, and Emily realised his eyes were upon her, not the Princess. “Tell me, Ms Fomalhaut, how much did you know of Dante’s mother? I sensed your apprehension when I confronted him.”

Emily never thought she would trust a Sophist—and least of all their Director—but something about his tone, the way he actually seemed to care for Dante’s wellbeing…

“I thought she died in the forest,” she replied.

“So did we all.”

“You were after her that night, weren’t you?”

“Among others, yes, but that was not my decision to make. I had already conducted a joint investigation with Rembrandt Payne into the reports of Donaran conspiracy, but the Founding Fathers decided to challenge our inconclusive results.” He sighed; there was a genuine weariness in his aged face, guilt even. “I was a nobody at the time. There was nothing I could do, for Ophelia or for the Donara or for—” He caught her eyes for a moment, then turned away. “For any of them.”

Emily’s clenched her jaw. She wanted to believe the Director a heartless man who only served his own selfish ambitions, like the rest of his Sophist ilk. Things were easier that way. But…

But that wasn’t how the world worked, and it was a seer’s duty to see through those lies. Her duty. Aliza’s duty.

“So now you’re trying to make up for it by letting us go?” she asked, hoping to tease further confessions out of the complex tapestry that was Director Rosencrantz Guirlande.

“No,” he replied. “I came here to seek the truth. Speaking of which…”

It was the Princess, returning from her brief sojourn into the house below. “I have spoken with Shelley Eoghan and Alonie Kent, and Chris Shaw and Lance Algar,” she said. “They are all relieved that I saved them from the Erebus.”

The Director crossed an arm over his chest and traced his jawline with a steel finger. “They are fortunate you happened to stop by,” he said. He shared a look with Emily that told her he knew, as well as she did, that the Princess was not alone, and that none of this was mere coincidence.

“The Princess could not help herself.” Emily recognised the calm voice of the Sidhe prince, Dionysus, without even thinking about it—and there he was, stood with them on the rooftop, bare-chested and as beautiful as any man or woman Emily had known, bar Prince Freyr himself. His waves of hair drifted in an unfelt breeze. “She acted on instinct to drive away the Erebus, just as the Erebus acted on instinct to escape her. It would seem they are diametrically opposed.”

“Ah, Dionysus. I wondered when you might appear.” The Director—brave or foolish—cast him a vicious glare. “As valuable as your research may be, I did not agree to this turn of events.”

“The situation left us with no other choice.” The Prince looked to Emily, as if to blame her for all of this. “I would have rather conducted this experiment without alerting you, but Lord Freyr believed the presence of the Sophist Aristocracy would amplify the results.”

“Amplify?” The Director did not sound impressed. “We are fortunate these children have escaped unharmed. There are some among the Aristocracy who would see their heads roll had they half a chance.” He shook his head and turned to Emily. “This is why I hope you chose your words well when you made your wish.”

No wonder he always filled her current name with such snide derision whenever he spoke it: he had known her secret all this time. Emily clasped her shoulder. It seemed even the magic of the Sidhe had its cracks. 

“We have asked nothing of Aliza Adel beyond her capabilities,” said the Prince. “She is an invaluable asset to our investigation.”

“As were the others,” said Guirlande, “and what did they accomplish?”

“This time is different,” said the Prince. “You know that as well as I do. The coincidences are too great. We are not the only ones who have noticed them.”

Other words passed between them, but their awareness had moved to another place, to a realm beyond the remnants of the rooftop garden that even the eyes of a seer could not glimpse. Emily chewed on her lip; every moment she spent in this place, every question she had answered, every suspicion confirmed, was another step away from the life she so desired, from the normality that was ‘Emily Fomalhaut’.

A fool’s debt for a fool’s dream. Her shoulder burned.

Then something brushed against her elbow, a light touch, like that of a small insect taking rest. It was the Princess, her face fixed with a determined expression. “You are troubled,” she said.

“Aren’t you?” Emily replied. “I thought you hated secrets.”

Phantasia blinked. She didn’t get it. Once again, the girl with the all-seeing eyes failed to spot what was right in front of her.

“Over there,” Emily nodded towards the Director and the Prince, locked in a moment of time beyond all senses but their own. “They’re scheming.”

“Scheming?” It was as if she had never heard the word before.

Emily took a deep breath. As nice and good and honest as she tried to be, Emily Fomalhaut was not one for dealing with children. “You know, keeping secrets? Using them to control other people?” People like me. “Your Prince Dionysus is after something, and he’s using us to get it.”

It was a dangerous game, but she couldn’t help herself. It was a bad habit.

Phantasia glanced to her side, where her silent, invisible companion whispered secrets of her own, and realisation dawned in her starlight eyes. “Ooh,” she said, “I see. But you are wrong. My Lord Dionysus is not using us. He has already told me all there is to know about his purpose here.”

He had promised her as much if she ‘made friends’ with people in the forest, and, even if they had a habit of twisting them, the Sidhe kept to their promises. Emily folded her arms. “That’s more than anyone has told me,” she said.

Back in the forest, Lord Freyr had asked her to repay her debts, but, when she asked his reasons, he had avoided her questions like a Sophist politician. She knew little more now than she did back then. Phantasia would change that, though, because Phantasia would always speak the truth.

And, despite silent protests from her invisible companion, she did. “Prince Dionysus is investigating the Erebus,” she said. “If we learn to understand it, we can control it, and if we can control it, we can save the world!”

So obvious an answer, and yet it asked so many more questions Emily didn’t know where to begin. She looked around at the aethereal shadow-world, the imaginary recollection of the rooftop, still vivid with detail, and the blurred impressions that lay beyond. “But what has any of that got to do with us?” she asked, as much to herself as the Princess. What did Byron or Dante, or Shelley and Alonie, or Katrina, Andromeda and Theseus, or any of them have to do with that?

Before Emily could think things through, the words tumbled out of her thoughts, unrestrained, unrepentant: “Why does he want me to scry everyone?”

Without realising it, she had grabbed the Princess by the shoulders. Phantasia trembled in fear, a child cowering before an inferno of rage ready to tear her apart for answers. Aliza Adel, oblivious to the consequences, would have done so. The Macha, fully aware of them, would have done worse.

But not Emily Fomalhaut. Not here, not now.

She was better than this. She had to be.

With the aether amplifying her emotions and bringing tears to her immaterial eyes, she let the Princess go and took a step away, frightened of the reflection she saw in those unlying eyes.

“I—I do not know,” said Phantasia.

Maybe it was a subconscious thing on Emily’s part, or maybe it was the sign of something more—another twist of the Fates—but, with her pale complexion, Princess Phantasia looked as much a descendant of the Maidenblood as any Emily had known. Especially now. And, just like those other Maidens, those irresistible sculptures of perfection who could see the things that others could not, she was, in the end, just a tool.

Emily managed a weary smile. “Guess this is our fate, huh?” she said. “Truth is the only commodity left in this world, and we’re the ones who find it. It’s our duty.”

As ever, the subtleties were lost on the Princess. “My duty is to save this world,” she replied, “though I would certainly like to see its secrets come to light. Therefore, I shall make you a promise. You wish to know what part you play in my Lord Dionysus’s investigation and know it you shall!”

And, somehow, Emily knew it a promise without consequences. A promise without debts.

“My Lord!” the Princess cried across the rooftop, waving her arms like an excitable child trying to get an older sibling’s attention—yet the Prince and Director Guirlande remained sealed in their own world.

Until a moment later, when the air burst from Emily’s lungs and she found herself standing, once more, in the material world. Not a single moment had passed since the Prince made his appearance.

He stood there now, his face a blank mask even a seer could not read.

“It is time for us to depart, Princess,” he said. “The Court demands our attention.”

“But—”

“You will return here when the time is right and you are needed most,” he replied. “But, if it is my secrets you desire, you would do well to accompany me. You are not the only one who wishes to scry my heart.”

Phantasia gave Emily a pained look of forgiveness, but Emily nodded her understanding. She wondered if the Prince had heard everything they said, or if he had planned this from the very beginning. Perhaps, she feared, both. Either way, they had no choice in the matter.

As if they ever had any to begin with…

“Very well,” said the Princess. “I shall return with you—but I will not break my promise.”

“I would not expect you to.”

Phantasia touched Emily’s hand. Even here, in the real world, her touch was as soft as a butterfly’s. “When I have learned the truth, you shall be the first to know of it,” she said. “Let us put an end to this world of lies and deception, for there can be no good in a world filled with secrets.”

A world without them would be worse, thought Emily, but if the Sidhe heard her, they did not comment, and were gone as suddenly as they appeared.

“An interesting character, to be sure,” said Guirlande, “though I would not trust her. She would tell a person everything she knows, regardless of the consequences.” He motioned to his men, and Emily wondered how much they saw, if, indeed, they saw anything at all. “Speaking of which, we have secrets of our own to keep. The lords will not be pleased if they know we deprived them of a chance to strike out at Seelie. We shall have to engineer some convenient excuses.”

He pulled his beaked mask back into position and turned to Emily. “I apologise for the truths you learned today. I am as guilty as anyone for wishing to live behind a veil of ignorance, but now that veil has fallen. Watch over Orpheus, and watch over yourself. These schemes date back longer than you or I realise, and it may well be too late us mere mortals to make a difference to their outcome.”

With a swirl of his cape, the Sophist Director leapt to the street below, his peacekeepers a step behind him. Emily stood there a little longer, waiting for their footsteps to fade into silence, then made her way inside. There, she stopped for one last look at the photo of her parents with Dante’s own, and captured the image on her cellular so as not to disturb the shrine. Then, after paying her silent respects to the myriad names who had lost their lives—perhaps even their souls—to horrors unthought of, she made her way to the basement and down into the catacombs.

Back into the underground from where she came.

~*~

“Dude, remind me to stay away from kooky ruins,” said Lance.

“You’ll have to talk to Seelie about that,” said Chris, hoping Ms Shimomura would take the hint. The small Akaishian woman smiled. Chris had read all about empaths before his assignment to Torsten, but the Commander’s ability to sense and manipulate emotions without speaking a word still unnerved him—or it would have done, were it not for the soothing pastel colours and gentle wind chimes of her office massaging his mood.

“I think staying away from any kooky ruins would be a good idea,” she said. “I am sorry your exams had to end in such a troublesome way.” She touched Lance’s arm. “Are you certain you’re feeling all right now?”

“Just a little bit groggy, Miss,” he replied. He certainly looked a lot better than he did half an hour ago, and Chris’s scans suggested the detoxicant had done its job removing the ash from his lungs. “Nothing a little sleep and some sweet, sweet dreams won’t cure.”

Sweet, sweet dreams of Alonie Kent, no doubt. Lance hadn’t shut up about her since Chris pulled him out of the Scar. “She came to rescue me, dude. That’s totally true love,” he had said, and wouldn’t accept any arguments to the contrary.

“Sleep is good,” said Ms Shimomura. “Let me know if your dreams are not so sweet, though.” She turned to Chris, “And what about you, Mr Shaw?”

“I can hold my breath for longer than he can,” he replied.

“What about strange thoughts? Hallucinations, maybe?”

Chris thought that a strange question. Although he wasn’t some lab-grown homunculus, he was still a fair few terraces above the average human and Seelie knew it.  “Should there have been?” he asked. “My analysis didn’t suggest any known hallucinogens.”

“It has been known,” the lecturer replied. “That is why we only send First Class initiates into the Scar. They are better prepared.”

“Why the change of plans?”

“Things beyond our control.”

If Chris had spent as much time studying psychology and sociology as he had technology, he might have had the skills to probe the Commander for more details. He always had insisted his sister better suited to this assignment. Instead, she was the one moving up in the world while he was left with babysitting duties. “And in whose control are they?” he asked, willing to take a gamble.

“Our superior officers,” she replied, “and those above them. I am sorry, but I cannot tell you more.”

“Not even a hint?”

She replied with a slow, sad shake of her head.

“Fairies,” said Lance. “It’s gotta be the fairies, dude.”

Lance thought that Phantasia girl a ‘fairy’, but Chris wasn’t so sure. He found that whole business of metaphysical realms populated by imaginary spirits even more unnerving than the telepathic sciences. Not that he didn’t believe in them—science had proven these things real centuries ago—but more that their existence lent credence to the idea of Fate, and Chris did not like the idea of Fate. When Chris rolled the dice, he wanted reassurance that the numbers were down to chance. The House shouldn’t always win.

Right now, however, he had a niggling feeling the odds were stacked, the table rigged, and the House hedging its bets on a preordained outcome.

And he couldn’t have that.

~*~

“So, how did it go?” Shuck padded up next to her, then leapt onto the wall, where he stretched out his immaterial body and settled down by her side. “Did everyone get home safe and sound?”

“Aye, I imagine so,” Shelley replied, reaching over to scratch behind his ears. He purred his appreciation. “Allie walked me home, and Chris went tae get Lance checked out with Commander Shimomura.”

“What about that Orpheus lad? Ye heard anything?”

Shelley shook her head. Dante had followed the group beneath his shroud of invisibility, Katrina a few steps ahead and insistent that he had stayed behind to wait for Emily. Shelley had known he was there, though, a dark blot of conflicted introversion on the catacombs’ stale aether.

“I heard whispers he got intae an argument with Guirlande about the nature of…” Shuck paused a moment. “…us. I were a wee bit worried fer the lad.”

Shelley wasn’t—or, at least, she didn’t want to be. “He’s always been like that,” she said. “Well, not always, but, well, ever since that night…”

She noticed movement in the street across from her, new definition coming to the forgotten pathways. It was Commander Thorbjorn of the Theatre. Shelley watched as she walked up to one of the brightest and most defined of the nearby houses and let herself inside.

“Looks like that exam of yours is finally over,” said Shuck. “Still cannae believe Payne let it happen in the first place.”

“Phantasia,” said Shelley, who had no doubts that the strange princess’s appearance had everything to do with the day’s events.

Shuck’s fur rippled at the mention of her name. “Dinnae remind me, lass. I’ve already seen the light at the end of the tunnel once in me life and I’m not ready tae go seeing it again, even if it is wearing a pretty face. It’s nae wonder the others havnae come outta hiding yet.”

Certainly, the Scar did seem rather less clouded since she last set her eyes—aethereal or otherwise—upon it. She could still see Commander Thorbjorn’s path through the streets, for one thing.

“I think she’s okay,” she said. “I mean, I’m just as weirded out as you, but…” She thought back to her first meeting with the Princess in Torhout Forest, when she’d extended her hand in greeting—and the rejection on her face when Alonie snubbed her. “We cannae go hating her just ‘cause she’s different. Besides, I told her we’d be friends.”

“Ye keep some strange company, lass.”

“I’m a strange girl.”

Commander Thorbjorn didn’t exit the house. Maybe it had its own secret passage, and that was how Seelie got in and out of the Scar. Maybe there were dozens of them. Even so, Shelley hoped the Sophists would leave hers alone—because it was hers, even if half the Second Class now knew about it.

“So,” said Shuck, “ye were going tae tell me about your day?”

Shelley waited a moment, just in case something decided to interrupt them, but, with the Commander gone and the lost souls still in hiding, the Scar was perhaps the quietest she had ever known it.

“Well, it all started with a message from Chief Payne,” she began.

~*~

Astrid studied her father’s face as he watched the message on her cellular. This time she was playing it cautious, as she ought to have done when Rembrandt Payne ordered his trainees into the Scar. That she had allowed her desire to impress her father overwhelm her common sense would no doubt frustrate and embarrass her until the day she proved herself above such childish longings.

Her father frowned. “This troubles me,” he said, placing the cellular down on his desk. “After all that has happened, Seelie would try such a thing?”

Recognising it as a rhetorical question, Astrid remained silent.

Her father closed his eyes, slipping into a brief moment of silent contemplation. Astrid looked to his assistant in the hopes of an answer. Apeliotes might have only been a ten-year-old boy—and a Donaran one at that, with a vivid shock of turquoise hair he refused to dye a more respectable colour—but he often seemed to know things even the Director did not. This time, however, he remained as silent as his master, his blue-green eyes staring off into space, as if at things that existed beyond human sight.

“I see,” said her father, emerging from his meditation with that gift of sudden insight that had earned him his place as Director. “Astrid, you will ignore this message and remain here. The same goes for Vesperia and Elizabeth.”

“But, Father!” She couldn’t stop herself. “If there is something going on, we must be there to investigate it. That is why you sent us to Seelie in the first place.”

“While they work in Torsten, yes, but this would put you far beyond my reach, Astrid. I cannot—”

Before he could continue, the doors to his chamber crashed open. “This is an outrage!” cried a red-faced Lord York as he stormed into the room, waving a hexagonal cellular in his hand. Oscar Whittlesey, of all people, followed in his shadow.

“This!” York slammed the cellular on the desk next to Astrid’s, pushing her aside without the slightest acknowledgement. “This is the final straw, Guirlande.”

Astrid looked to Oscar, then back to York, then Oscar again. She realised then how obvious it was—and how ignorant she had been. The way Oscar held his chin up; those thin lips forced into a frown, but so very desperate to escape into a smug smile; the meticulously groomed facial hair and elaborate clothing as if to impress a princess—all in mimicry of the man who loomed over her father.

“I have had just about enough of Seelie,” said York, “and I have had just about enough of you. Where are the prisoners I demanded?”

“I am afraid that you underestimated Seelie’s tenacity,” replied Astrid’s father. “We searched, but found none. Perhaps they never even entered the Scar, and it was all a ruse to force your hand? Have you considered that?”

York snarled. “You are a liar, Guirlande. I have a woman muttering insanity and a man, barely older than my son, with broken ears. Are you going to tell me these were mere ‘accidents’?”

“The Agnoia has a powerful influence over the weak of will.”

York’s fist slammed into the table. “More lies! This is the work of Seelie and you know it—because you”—he jabbed a finger—”are a collaborator. And you always have been. That”—he took a step back and straightened his lapels—”is why you failed to investigate the Donaran conspiracy six years ago.”

But Astrid’s father did not know rage. In all her life, she had never once heard him raise his voice, never once seen his face burn red with fury, as York’s now did. He simply closed his eyes for a moment, then returned to the world with devastating insight. Even York, at the very height of his anger, faltered the moment those eyes fixed upon him.

“Then why,” he said, his words slow and measured, perfectly chosen, “if my treachery is so plain to see, has the Founding Father done nothing about it? Or are you suggesting he is blind while you are not?”

“N—nothing or the sort,” said York, a hint of fear entering his voice. “I suspect he has not moved because he has had no proof of your heresy. Until now, that is. Mark my words, Guirlande, I shall inform him of this. Immediately.”

At which point, Oscar could no longer restrain his smug joy and cast the most self-assured grin Astrid had ever seen her way, as if to tell her “This is my victory. You are nothing but a failure.”

And she feared he was right.

“Accusing us of genocide?” York’s anger slipped into a rising pitch of overacted disbelief. “Sending children into the heart of Agnoia? And now planning to flee the country with them? I am sorry, Director, but this is it. This is it. Mark my words, Hierodula will not waste a moment once he hears of this. Those children,” he picked up Oscar’s cellular and tossed it aside, “will not find an easy escape awaiting them tomorrow morning—they will find Rembrandt Payne’s head on a spike. And, if they do not know their place, they may well find their own joining it.”

He turned then to Astrid with a look of jeering condemnation. First her mother, now her father. They would probably throw her to the fires, too. Astrid did her best to emulate her father’s icy stare; York snarled and turned away.

“I see,” said her father. “Apeliotes, if you would like to show Lord York and his son out? It seems I must prepare for my inevitable dismissal.”

The young Donaran boy walked around the desk and gestured for the Yorks to leave, but Lord York was already halfway across the room, his son—his son! Astrid couldn’t believe her own ignorance—at his heels.

“Dismissal?” York laughed. “If our Father is feeling particularly benevolent, your head might roll with your good friend Payne’s, but I would hate to think what might happen if these revelations sour his mood—”

He stopped as the doors to the office swung open.

“Ah!” The green-haired Donaran man clasped his hands together. His teeth seemed to radiate starlight and his eyes were like the finest emeralds. “Dreadfully sorry I’m late. It’s a habit, I’m afraid!”

Astrid turned to her father for an explanation.

“While they work in Torsten, yes,” he said, “but this would put you far beyond my reach, Astrid. I cannot allow you to go. If I had a choice, I would stop all of you from going.”

“But you do have a choice,” Astrid replied. “If it’s so dangerous, you can stand up to Seelie and prevent us from ever leaving this town.”

Her father shared a brief look with Apeliotes and shook his head. Whenever his frown deepened as it did, whenever his face aged beyond his years, Astrid knew things were beyond his power. It was the same look he gave her the day her mother died.

“The choice is not mine to make,” he said. “They will simply change it until it suits their interests. Be thankful that you are not a part of them.”













Interlude





Amber loosed a sigh of relief. She was as glad to see an end to this as Payne himself was, even though they both knew that things were far from over. She accepted his offer of tea with a smile.

“Any word from Rose?” she asked.

Payne had sent the message out just over an hour ago. He had hoped that maybe things would change, that maybe, by going along with Prince Dionysus’s plans, Seelie might change its mind, but the Fates were set. Tomorrow morning, the Second Class initiates would board a ship that would take them to the incognito Seelie training grounds of Avalon, some three-hundred miles away. According to his superiors, who relayed the orders, it was a request from the highest echelons of the Court. Payne was not the only one with friends in high places.

“He expressed his disapproval,” he replied, “and informed me his daughter would not be taking part in the excursion.”

“At least that means we can cross her off the list,” said Amber, taking a cautious sip from her cup. “The Prince would have convinced him to change his mind otherwise.”

“Still, that doesn’t exactly narrow down our options. Minus Astrid, Elizabeth and Vesperia, we still have seventeen initiates who fit the criteria. And that’s assuming the soul in question is among them.”

“The Prince seems sure of it this time.”

“He always was.”

“Emily?”

Ever since Rosencrantz had raised the issue with him, Payne had kept a close eye on the girl who called herself ‘Emily Fomalhaut’. “She is a unique character, for sure. Captain Espinosa informs me that she had a particular rapport with Princess Phantasia.”

He noticed an amused glimmer in Amber’s eyes. “It seems the Prince has a thing for seers,” she said.

“Who better to see what no one else can? At any rate, we have more important things worry about right now. I had Valentine look into this Avalon place and the more I learn of it, the more I think Rosencrantz has made the right call.”

“He was never one for Seelie’s training methods,” Amber said with a bitter smile. “Have you come up with a plan yet, or are we working through the night?”

“Let’s just say I’m glad we’ve a plentiful supply of tea.”



To be Continued…
