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James Graham, onetime Earl and Marquis of Montrose, now Anacreon of Stygia, stood in the bow of the Belleisle, the galleon rising and falling beneath him, his auburn lovelocks and heavy black robe stirring in the wind. His blue eyes peered intently into the seething darkness ahead, seeking a current of water or wind that might bear his vessel along faster than the sleek cruisers pursuing her, or a warp in space through which she might escape.

All he saw was the black swell and faint veils of blue and purple light, not unlike the earthly aurora borealis, flickering across the starless sky. He hadn’t expected any better. Though privy to many of the arcane secrets of the proscribed Harbingers’ guild, he was a landlubber. Captain Pizarro possessed the same skills and had been sailing the Sea of Shadows for more than a century. Still, Montrose hadn’t been able to resist the temptation to look for some means of escape the mariner had missed. It was better than loitering uselessly on the quarter-deck.

He turned, peered backward, and tensed. For the last three hours, the six enemy ships had seemed to creep closer with excruciating slowness. Now, suddenly, they appeared nearly close enough to seize their prey.

Wondering for the hundredth time just who the raiders were, Soul-Pirates, Renegades, Heretics, Spectres, or, just conceivably, the covert agents of one of his master’s fellow Deathlords, Montrose hurried aft. Some of his Legionnaires, newly clad like himself in uniforms embroidered with the sigil of the Order of the Unlidded Eye, clustered anxiously around him. They were veteran soldiers, but, like their commander, most had never fought at sea.

“Are we going to be all right, milord?” asked one, a bald man with the massive chest and shoulders of a Spook.

How the devil should I know? Montrose thought. He forced a reassuring smile. “Of course we are. We’re Black Hawks, aren’t we? We should be grateful to the captain for finding us a little sport to break up the tedium of the voyage.” He clapped the fool on the shoulder, then strode on.

Captain Pizarro was a squat fellow with a drooping, grizzled mustache. At some point in his postmortem existence, a flesh sculptor had surrounded his jet-black eyes with a mosaic of iridescent multicolored scales. Glowering, he was watching some of the sailors hang scrambling nets, while others spread sand on the deck. His mouth tightened at Montrose’s approach. Probably he wished the landsman would refrain from bothering him at this critical time, though he might forbear to say so outright. The other wraith was his superior officer.

“They’re going to catch us, milord,” Pizarro said. “We have to fight.”

“I understand,” Montrose replied. “What are our chances?”

The captain shrugged. “We’ll come about in a moment. Then, when they’re in range, we’ll start shooting broadsides into their bows. If we can cripple them before they maneuver into position to return fire, we’ll win. If we can’t, well, they have genuine warships and we only have transports, without all that many cannons or marines. But we’ll do the best we can.”

Montrose nodded. “Well, you and your officers are the ones who know what you’re about. My men and I are at your command.”

“Thank you for that,” said Pizarro. “Truth to tell, it’s more sense and less pride than I expected from a grandee newly descended from the Onyx Tower. Since your lads don’t know their way around a ship, I doubt that I’ll have any complicated orders for them. Tell them to shoot when they have something to shoot at, kiss the deck if somebody tells them to duck, and keep out of the way of the crew.” He looked up at the topmen laboring aloft. Two of them, blessed with a Harbinger’s power of levitation, floated from spar to spar and sheet to sheet like bees flitting from one flower to the next. “Give the signal!”

A thin, crop-haired woman kneeling on the fore-top cupped her hands around her mouth and emitted a long, ululating cry. After a moment the Chanteurs on the other two vessels in the convoy wailed back. The deck heeled beneath Montrose’s feet as the helmsman brought the ship around. The timbers creaked and groaned.

Montrose returned to his men on the main deck, where two sailors, their faces tattooed with faux deathmarks, were dispensing arms from a bin. There were some firearms, but more cutlasses, pikes, bows, and crossbows, weapons which, by Skinlands standards, were as archaic as the Belleisle itself. But in the world of the dead, where raw materials were always scarce, and guns and machines had to be powered by a ghost’s own essence or the mystical substance known as soulfire, archaic implements were more the rule than the exception.

Montrose already had a darksteel rapier sheathed at his side and a .45 automatic, a Stygian artificer’s copy of a Sig Sauer Model 220, hidden under his sable Inquisitor’s robe, but he took a bow and a bundle of arrows. Almost four centuries ago, at St. Andrews University, he’d won the silver arrow two years running, but he hadn’t practiced his archery in almost thirty years. He hoped he could still hit a mark.

After he strung the bow, there was nothing to do but wait, wait and say what he could to hearten his soldiers. Inwardly he seethed. He didn’t fear the Final Death any more than he’d feared his first, but he resented being summarily expelled from the luxuries of his master’s court to face it. He’d already risked his neck sufficiently to satisfy any fair-minded overlord. And it galled him to have to fight a battle he couldn’t direct, one, moreover, in which the daredevil, hit-and-run tactics which had served him so well on land had no application.

The enemy cruisers, long square-riggers flying phosphorescent scarlet pennants, heaved steadily closer. Suddenly the cannons below deck roared, shaking the planks beneath Montrose’s boots, startling him. He’d expected Pizarro to shout an order to commence firing, but evidently the captain had left it to the gunner to choose his moment.

Cannonballs splashed into the dark water, and grapeshot kicked up spray as it ricocheted along the surface. But some of the salvo reached its target, cutting rigging on the nearest cruiser to pieces and punching holes in its sails.

A number of Legionnaires cheered. Montrose studied the cruiser, trying to assess the extent of the damage, willing the vessel to be disabled. The raider, like its fellows, hurtled on.

The cannons thundered, still with insufficient effect. As always at such moments, Montrose couldn’t help feeling that something was missing. Firearms powered by soulfire didn’t fill the air with smoke and sulfurous reek like earthly guns. The cruiser turned, bringing its own ranks of cannons to bear. A sailor shouted, “Drop!”

Montrose hurled himself down, then noticed that one of his centurions, a gangly fellow whose baby-faced, adolescent features belied his centuries of existence in the Underworld, had made no move to do likewise. Perhaps fear of this unfamiliar form of combat had dazed him. Perhaps his Shadow, the perverse will to cruelty and self-destruction that dwelled inside every wraith, had momentarily seized control of his muscles. Or maybe the crash of the guns had deafened his hypersensitive ears, and he hadn’t heard the sailor’s warning.

Montrose knew it was too dangerous to jump back up, but some impulse, perhaps arising from his own suicidal thirst for Oblivion, made him do it anyway. As he grabbed the centurion, he saw the cruiser’s cannons flash.

Frantically he flung the lad and himself to the deck. Belleisle's scantlings crunched and cracked as the salvo hit her. Severed lines whipped through the air. Portions of the rail dissolved into a barrage of splinters. People screamed, and sailors fell from the yards. A section of broken spar plummeted, missing Montrose by inches, crushing the skull of his companion.

Ghostly flesh rippled and bubbled sluggishly around the length of wood. Montrose rolled the spar off the centurion’s head so the bloodless wound could repair itself without impediment. Since the lad hadn’t been hurt by darksteel, the talons of a Spectre, or some arcane instrumentality, he should eventually recover, but not in time to influence the outcome of the battle.

Cannons thundered, steadily blowing Belleisle to bits, or so it seemed to Montrose. New casualties thrashed and shrieked. He lay flat for as long as he could, but eventually he simply had to get a better idea of how the fight was proceeding. Rising to his knees, he peeked over what remained of the rail.

The attacking cruiser had come within bowshot. Wraiths armed with arbalests, muskets, and a smattering of modern guns rose from behind its rails. Sharpshooters dangled in the tops.

“Stand up!” Montrose shouted. “Attack!”

Legionnaires and sailors scrambled up, and the two forces began to shoot. Quarrels and arrows thrummed through the air, guns barked, and a few automatic weapons chattered. Meanwhile the cannons blazed on.

Some of the combatants eschewed mundane weaponry in favor of magical means of attack. The crop-haired Chanteur on the foretop wailed and a musketeer on the cruiser went mad. Shrieking and clawing at his own eyes, he dropped his gun, lost his grip on the rigging, and fell to the deck thirty feet below. A willowy blond woman on the enemy vessel moved her hands in a complicated pattern. A Black Hawk’s knees buckled. As his head thumped down on the deck, he began to snore.

Montrose loosed shaft after shaft, concentrating on the foes who seemed to be attacking most effectively, and was grimly pleased that most of his arrows found their mark. One missile, one of the few tipped with gleaming black darksteel, plunged into a burly rifleman’s chest. Waves of shadow pulsed through the raider’s body, and then he simply faded away, his carbine dropping straight through the dissolving substance of his fingers.

Montrose pivoted, seeking another target, and then, though it had been several seconds since the enemy ship had fired a broadside, the Belleisle lurched. Soldiers and sailors staggered, some yelping, some falling. Something stabbed Montrose in the back.

He clutched at the hurt and found a splinter sticking out of his shoulder. Yanking it free, he stumbled around to behold a second cruiser. The vessel had maneuvered to leeward of the Belleisle and had begun bombarding it from that side.

His comrades were dropping like flies. It was obvious that the Belleisle couldn’t long endure such a crossfire. Montrose peered about, hoping to see one of the other Stygian transports coming to the rescue, but they were as hard-pressed as his own vessel.

Perhaps, he thought desperately, we could storm one of the cruisers. The enemy wouldn’t be expecting that. But no, it wouldn’t work. Only a handful of his troops shared his ability to fly, not nearly enough for the sort of headlong, frenzied charge he had in mind.

Hurdling the bodies of the maimed and unconscious, he dashed onto the quarterdeck. Though Pizarro had an arrow protruding from his shoulder, he was still at his post, which was more than could be said for the majority of his subordinates. Some sprawled motionless or writhing on the deck, while others were simply gone. Montrose assumed that the Void had swallowed them.

“What can we try that we haven’t tried already?” he demanded. .

“Nothing,” Pizarro rasped, his voice harsh with pain.

“We’re encircled. Half the crew are dead or disabled, and most of the guns have been dismounted. I recommend we strike.”

No! Montrose thought reflexively, but he couldn’t see any alternative. Further resistance would only result in additional casualties. “Very well,” he said. “Do it.”

Pizarro gave the order, and a midshipman began to haul down the colors, a magenta flag bearing a grinning golden mask, the ensign of the Smiling Lord, and a slightly smaller black one emblazoned with the red and silver Unlidded Eye. The surviving crew and Legionnaires lowered their weapons.

The cannons on the cruiser to leeward roared. With a crack, the Belleisle's mizzen fell across the poop. Darksteel grapeshot tore a sailor apart, his form vanishing like a cloud of vapor dispersed by a gust of wind. Some of the Black Hawks cried out in shock.

Montrose shared their dismay. Souls were the one great resource of the Underworld, prized by nearly everyone. Thus, it had never occurred to him that their attackers would decline their surrender and the attendant opportunity to take as many of them alive as possible. But perhaps it should have. The realm of the dead was full of depraved and demented spirits who delighted in carnage for its own sake, or who loathed the Hierarchy of Stygia with an unquenchable hatred.

He pivoted toward his men. “Keep fighting!” he shouted.

Each of the cruisers fired a final devastating broadside. Then the big guns fell silent, and the ships began to maneuver closer to the crippled Belleisle. Perhaps their cannons were finally running out of soulfire. In any case, it was obvious the raiders meant to board.

Montrose sent his remaining arrows winging at the cruiser to windward, then discarded the bow, drew his pistol, crouched behind the splintered rail, and began to fire. The luminous black crystals set just above the grip glittered with each shot.

He dispatched several raiders, but it wasn’t enough. At this point, no one could do enough. With the grim inevitability of death itself, the cruiser locked yardarms with the Belleisle. The two hulls scraped and grated together. The attacking wraiths began to swarm onto the galleon. Montrose bolstered his empty automatic, whipped out his rapier, and ran to meet them.

A Masquer ripped at him with huge, misshapen hands like the forelimbs of a mantis. Sidestepping the attack, Montrose thrust his blade into his assailant’s neck. As the raider began to topple and fade, Montrose yanked the sword free, whirled just in time to parry a cutlass slash at his head, and stabbed the enemy swordsman in the chest.

He raged down the length of the ship, dealing death, knowing once again that his efforts were futile. His remaining allies were falling by the moment. No matter how hard he fought, he couldn’t turn the tide.

The raiders from the leeward cruiser came aboard, accelerating the slaughter. Shortly thereafter, Montrose found himself alone by the bowsprit with a hundred hostile faces, some human, some deformed by a Masquer’s art or the malice of the Void, glaring up at him.

Only one chance left, a chance that only a Harbinger could take. Montrose couldn’t fly away. His foes would shoot him out of the air. But it was just possible that he could swim. He attacked the front rank of his opponents savagely, recklessly, driving them back for moment, then threw his rapier in their faces, whirled, and dived off the bow.

He entered the cold black water cleanly. Pikes and javelins plunged down around him. Frantically, hampered by his heavy sable robe, he swam deeper, until the last of the light was gone.
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Package stores, pawnshops, and tenements lined the street, and graffiti—gang names, racial insults, and obscenities—covered the grimy brick walls. Cars crept along the broken pavement as the drivers checked out the drug dealers and prostitutes loitering in the shadowy doorways. Gangsta rap pounded from an upper-story window. The air stank of exhaust and rotting garbage and left an acrid taste in Frank Bellamy’s throat.

The lanky, crewcut FBI agent shook his head, wondering why he so often found himself huddling with weirdoes and lowlifes in hellholes like this. Whereas whenever James Bond had a clandestine meeting, it was with a beautiful woman in an exotic resort. It was just a darn shame that the job of a real-life Fed couldn’t be more like working on Her Majesty’s fictional Secret Service.

Still, Bellamy had no real complaints. His work was fascinating, and it gave him a sense of purpose. He couldn’t imagine doing anything else. And he was making his mark. Though he’d barely turned thirty, he’d already racked up an impressive score of arrests and convictions with the Violent Criminals Apprehension Program. And this new case was a career-maker. The agent who caught the Atheist was headed straight for the top.

That was why Bellamy had caught the red-eye up from Baton Rouge and was driving around East St. Louis in the middle of the night. He didn’t intend to pass up any leads, even one he was ninety-nine percent certain wouldn’t pan out.

At last, he spotted the meeting place, a shabby concrete-block motel tucked away between a tire store and a topless joint. The dump probably made most of its money renting by the hour. The buzzing blue neon sign over the office window read, VAC NCY. Bullet holes pocked the door beside it.

Bellamy turned his rented Camry into the parking lot. Hoping that no one would attempt to steal or strip it, he climbed out, locked it, and started looking for number twenty-five. It turned out to be the room farthest from the street. No light shone through the curtained window.

Bellamy rapped on the door. At first no one answered, though the investigator thought he heard stealthy movement inside. He knocked again. “Open up, Mr. Waxman. It’s Agent Bellamy.”

“Step back,” quavered a tenor voice. “I can’t see you through the peephole.”

Bellamy did as he’d been told. After a moment he heard a chain rattle and a latch click. The door cracked open, and a bloodshot eye peered out. The FBI agent displayed his badge and ID. Waxman had already seen them at their first encounter, but you never knew what might be necessary to reassure a jittery informant. The door opened wider. “Get inside!” Waxman said.

Once again, Bellamy obeyed. Waxman was an obese kewpie doll of a man with a rosebud mouth and wispy blond hair, clad in a rumpled three-piece suit with the tie askew. His bed hadn’t been slept in. The wan light leaking through the curtains gleamed on bottles of apricot brandy, peppermint schnapps, and mint chocolate liqueur, and as the FBI man squeezed past the other man’s heaving, wheezing bulk, he caught an odor compounded of sweat, alcohol, and cloying sweetness.

The cramped little room itself smelled faintly of mildew. Even in the gloom, Bellamy could make out the water stain on the ceiling. The accommodations, he reflected, were a considerable comedown for a guy who’d spent the last few years living in mansions and five-star hotels, which was probably why Waxman had chosen them. He hoped no one would look for him in such squalid surroundings.

His hands trembling, Waxman shut and locked the door as soon as Bellamy was inside. “Are you sure you weren’t followed?” the fat man asked.

“Yes,” Bellamy said.

Waxman grimaced. “No, you’re not. I mean, you think you are, but you can’t be.”

“Nobody knew I was coming to see you,” Bellamy said reasonably. Actually, his statement wasn’t quite true. Naturally he’d told Linus Hanson, his supervisor, that Waxman had phoned him. But it was close enough to the truth to make no difference. “So, it’s logical to assume that no one would try to tail me. Right?”

Waxman’s face twisted as if he was struggling not to cry. “I don’t know! They have ways of discovering things, ways we can’t understand.” He grabbed the bottle of mint chocolate liqueur, raised it to his lips, and glugged down a long drink.

“Mr. Waxman,” Bellamy said, “I understand that your employer’s murder came as a terrible shock, but I honestly don’t think that you need to feel so afraid. So far, the Atheist has always hit a site once and then moved on, usually to a different state. And he generally kills high-profile types like priests, nuns, and ministers, not people who work behind the scenes like you. But if you do have some legitimate reason to think you’re in danger, if you held something back when we spoke before, then you owe it to yourself to tell me now. Once I understand the problem, I can protect you.”

“But how? Eric was the only one who could. I was the watchful eye and he was the strong right arm, that’s what we used to say. Maybe now the only way to be safe is to lie low. Maybe if I don’t tell on them, they won’t come after me.”

“You mean, let the Atheist get away with cutting Reverend Weiss’s heart out? From the way you talk, I thought you liked him.”

Waxman’s piggy eyes glared. “Of course I did! Eric Weiss was my friend! The only one who was never afraid of me, who never looked down on me for being different.”

“Then help me catch his killer.”

Waxman hesitated, and then finally said, “All right. I do have to do something, or I’ll hate myself for the rest of my life. And maybe you can stop the killing. Sometimes they jump to this side of the Shroud. They have to, to hurt us, but maybe at that point you could hurt them back. And I’ve heard that the government has secret information. Secret weapons. Maybe your superiors will know about that end of it."

Inwardly, Bellamy sighed. Obviously, Waxman wasn’t just drunk. He was crazy. Not that that came as any big surprise. The guy had been in and out of psych wards as a kid, and the FBI man had spotted him for a flake at their first meeting. If Bellamy hadn’t already established beyond a shadow of a doubt that Waxman had been visiting his mother in Seattle at the time of Weiss’ murder, he would have wondered if the fat man might not be the serial killer himself.

But despite Waxman’s manifest lunacy, Bellamy still intended to listen to his story. What the hell, he’d traveled hundreds of miles to hear it. And it was just conceivable that he might discover some legitimate information mixed in with the raving. “Shall we sit down?”

Waxman nodded. “Yes. That’s a good idea.” He carefully inserted his wide butt between the arms of a dilapidated chair, one within easy reach of the bottles on the table.

Bellamy perched opposite him on the sagging bed. The springs squeaked. “I want you to know I admire you for having the courage to come forward, Mr. Waxman. You won’t be sorry. Now tell me what you know and how you know it.”

“If it’s going to be any use,” Waxman replied, “you have to put aside your prejudices. I’m not stupid. I know you know about Reverend Weiss’s drinking and womanizing, and the investigations for tax evasion and mail fraud. I know what you must believe. Eric was no better, no different than any other televangelist, milking his viewers for millions of dollars in ‘love offerings.’”

“Based on what I’ve learned about him so far, I don’t particularly admire him,” Bellamy replied, “but I promise you, my personal opinion doesn’t matter. He was the victim of a heinous crime, and I’m absolutely committed to catching his killer.”

Waxman’s mouth twisted. In the dimness, his round, shiny face resembled an angry, misshapen moon. “That’s not the point. I—” Suddenly he stiffened, then peered wildly about. “Did you hear that? Did you feel it?”

“No,” Bellamy said.

After a moment Waxman’s shoulders slumped. “Neither do I, now.” He peered at the bottle in his hand. “I shouldn’t do this. It takes away the only edge I have. But I keep feeling like I’m strangling, and my heart keeps pounding and pounding in my chest. I need something to calm me down.” He took another swig.

“You were telling me about Mr. Weiss,” Bellamy said.

Waxman nodded. “Yes. He had his weaknesses. Who doesn’t? But they were trivial compared to the good he did. He truly did have the power of God inside him. He healed people, and when it was necessary, he cast out devils.”

And always with a camera rolling, Bellamy thought. Two days ago, trying to get a sense of the victim, he’d watched one of the “exorcisms” on tape. What with the floating objects and the shadowy figures fading in and out of view, Weiss had put on a pretty good magic act, though nothing for David Copperfield or Penn and Teller to lose any sleep over.

“And I helped him,” Waxman continued. “He could hurt the demons, hurt them so badly they ran back to Hell, but most of the time, he couldn’t see what they were up to. I could, because I’m a sensitive. A clairvoyant. We told the outside world I was just his secretary because we didn’t want anyone getting the wrong impression. Some people might have thought that he was consorting with a witch.” He peered at Bellamy as if expecting a reply.

“That’s very interesting,” the agent said.

“Don’t patronize me!” Waxman snapped. “You don’t believe. You’re not even trying to keep an open mind.”

Bellamy sighed. “I’m sorry if my skepticism bothers you, Mr. Waxman. I don’t mean any disrespect for you or your beliefs. But I’m a detective, and a detective is a kind of scientist. We operate on the basis of facts, not faith or colorful speculations. As far as I know, there isn’t any hard evidence supporting the existence of demons or psychic phenomena. And I can’t help wondering. If you do have ESP, why did you need to peek through the peephole to see who was on the other side of the door?”

“Because the power doesn’t work all the time,” Waxman replied. “It gives me flashes of insight. Symbols. Fragments. And it gets hazier when I’m like this.” He took another long drink, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down.

Bellamy wondered how anyone could guzzle so much sweet, syrupy liqueur. He was getting queasy just watching. “Maybe so. In any case, my personal beliefs about spooks and visions don’t matter either. What’s important is that I’m listening. If you can give me one new fact, one lead, I’ll follow it up no matter where it takes me.”

“All right,” sighed Waxman. “I’ve already put my head in the noose, just by asking you here. I suppose I might as well finish what I started. But you’d better follow up. You remember that I was the one who found Eric’s body.”

“Of course,” Bellamy said.

“I told you exactly how it happened,” Waxman said. “I didn’t lie. But what I didn’t say was that when I smelled the blood, I started having visions. I saw the black whirlpool.”

“You just lost me,” Bellamy said. “What does that mean?”

“You have to understand,” Waxman said, “Eric and I fought the devils, but we didn’t know much more about them than what we needed to know. Even when the spirits try to tell you things, it puts your soul in peril to listen to their lies. But over the year, I couldn’t help picking up a little. And I found out that even the most dangerous demons fear the terrible dark emptiness at the very bottom of Hell, a black pool that sucks down anything that comes too close. I think it might be Satan himself.”

“And that’s what you saw.”

“Yes,” Waxman said. “The whirlpool destroys anything that falls into it. Nothing can ever climb back out. But in the vision, something did, a host of shadows with the faces of animals and corpses, who walked unseen among their fellow spirits. And a voice warned me that the fiends had risen from the depths to kill and damn a million souls. Your ‘Atheist’ murders are only the beginning.”

“Interesting,” Bellamy said. “If these creatures are haunting the earth, do you know where they are right now?” It still seemed remotely possible that Waxman knew something about a real human killer, someone he’d identified with his imaginary bogeymen.

The fat man shook his head.

“Are you aware of any threats against Mr. Weiss’s life, or any strange occurrences in the days leading up to the murder?” Bellamy persisted. “Anything you neglected to tell me before?”

“No,” Waxman said.

So much for this, then, Bellamy thought, the first twinge of a headache throbbing in his temples. This’ll teach me to be so gung ho. I could have arranged for a local cop to waste his time on this fruitcake. I could be home in bed. “Well, then, I guess we’re finished. Thank you for the information. You know how to contact us if you think of anything else.”

“That’s it?" Waxman demanded. “What are you going to do with what I told you?”

“Report it to my superior,” Bellamy said, rising from the bed, “as you suggested. He’ll decide how best to follow up.”

Grunting, Waxman struggled out of his chair. Bellamy wondered if the fat man meant to physically restrain him from leaving. “I told you, don’t bullshit me! Whether you believe me or not, you promised to protect me!”

Bellamy sighed. “And I would if I thought you needed it. But try to look at the situation logically. What have you actually told me? Just that a mysterious gang of spirits is committing the Atheist murders. Even if that’s true, it’s pretty vague, and even if the devils somehow learned that you passed along the information, I doubt they’d feel that you’d done them any real harm. If you can’t get over feeling frightened, maybe you should see a doctor. He could prescribe you something for your nerves.”

“I don’t need medication!” Waxman snarled. “I need—” He jerked around toward the door, the liqueur bottle tumbling from his hand to thud on the linoleum. He let out a shriek and backpedaled frantically, blundering into Bellamy and nearly knocking him down.

The FBI agent flailed his arms and recovered his balance. Reflexively reaching for the Browning Hi-Power in his shoulder holster, he pivoted toward the door, only to see that it was still shut, the chain still engaged. Nothing had come through it. Evidently Waxman was hallucinating.

Bellamy scowled, annoyed at the jolt of anxiety that had sent the adrenaline buzz tingling through his hands. He shouldn’t have let Waxman spook him, not when he already knew the guy was nuts.

At least Waxman was no longer blocking the way out. But Bellamy couldn’t just leave the “sensitive” alone in this miserable place, not now that he’d lost it completely. He’d have to get him to a hospital. The agent moved to where the other man was cowering against the back wall, reflecting that he was lucky his informant, if that was still the proper term, hadn’t decided to lock himself in the bathroom. “It’s okay,” he murmured.

“No!” Waxman gibbered. “No, it isn’t! It came through the wall! It knows I told!”

“You have to trust me,” Bellamy said. “There’s nothing there.”

“There is!” Waxman insisted. He clutched Bellamy’s forearm, his plump fingers gripping painfully tight.

At the contact Bellamy’s head swam, and his vision blurred. When the dark room swam back into focus, it looked subtly different. Puzzled, he squinted, and spotted an additional shadow looming between the window and the door. A gray-black form roughly the height and shape of a man, with pale streaks like glaring eyes and pointed fangs gleaming dully in its long, narrow head. Bellamy gasped and jerked backward. The apparition vanished.

“You see it too!” Waxman said.

No, I didn’t, Bellamy insisted to himself. I just caught a touch of your craziness for a second. Gently but firmly, he extricated his arm from Waxman’s grasp. “Maybe I did see it,” he said. “And I don’t want to stay locked in here with it, do you?”

Waxman shook his head.

“Then let’s leave. I’ll take you somewhere safe.”

“But we’d have to walk right past it!”

“We’re only a few feet away from it as it is,” Bellamy said. “And so far, it hasn’t tried to hurt us. Maybe it can’t yet. Maybe it’s gathering its strength. We should get away from it before it does. Come on, I’ll take care of you.” He took hold of Waxman’s arm and tried to lead him forward.

The psychic yelped and resisted, pressing himself against the wall. Then to heck with this, Bellamy thought. There’s no way I’m going to manhandle a guy this big out of here against his will, not by myself. I’m calling the local cops for backup. But then Waxman sobbed, squinched his eyes shut, and lurched forward.

Bellamy guided the other man across the room. He tried not to move hesitantly. Assuring himself repeatedly that there was nothing blocking his path, he fought the urge to pull his gun. Struggled not to imagine the phantom intruder clawing at his eyes, or flinging its long gray arms around him and burying its teeth in his throat.

When, after what seemed an eternity, his fingers closed on the cool brass security chain, the tension quivered out of his muscles. Now smiling ruefully, he thought, I need to get more sleep. Or drink less coffee. His psych instructors at Quantico had taught him that hysteria could be contagious, but until tonight, he’d never imagined that he might be susceptible.

He and Waxman stepped into the night. The nude pink neon woman on the roof of the topless bar winked at them over and over again, as if she had a tic. A convertible with a crushed fender and no muffler snarled down the street. The pollutants in the air stung Bellamy’s eyes. Still, after the claustrophobic confines and imaginary terrors of the dark little room, the scene seemed almost pleasant.

“Is it following us?” Waxman whispered.

Now that his own irrational dread had subsided, Bellamy felt a surge of pity for his charge. It must be awful to feel that scared all the time. “No, it stayed inside. Everything’s fine. My car’s right over here.” He reached into his pocket for the keys.

A low growl rumbled through the night, and then a black form rose from behind the Camry. The process seemed to take forever, as if the shape was huger, taller, than it had any right to be.

Bellamy recoiled, unconsciously letting go of Waxman, fumbling for his automatic. He knew he was staring straight at the shape’s—the creature's—face, and yet somehow, he couldn’t see it. Because it was too horrible to see.

Now Waxman was goggling at it too. He made a faint whining sound, then clutched at his chest and collapsed.

The creature bounded lightly over the car. It glided forward, arms outstretched.

Bellamy fired a single shot, then bolted. With each stride, he felt the world slipping away, his thoughts dissolving into chaos like a radio signal breaking up into static. Soon the crackle and hiss of the white noise swallowed everything.

When he became aware again, he was crouched trembling and weeping in the corner of a convenience store, between a freezer and the wall. The barrel of his pistol gleamed in the harsh fluorescent light. When a cop spoke to him, in the same kind of soft, soothing voice he’d used with Waxman, he shrieked and nearly shot him.
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Blind, cold, and weary, Montrose wondered grimly just how long he’d been in the water. It felt like days. He wondered if he’d ever experience light and air again.

Fearful that someone would shoot him, he’d discarded his cumbersome robe, pistol, and boots, then swum what he judged to be a good distance away from the Belleisle before striking for the surface, only to discover that the boundary between ocean and air didn’t exist anymore. He’d kicked and stroked upward for what surely must have been hours, and the water had never grown a whit less black.

Such a prodigy was possible because the Sea of Shadows wasn’t simply an ocean. Rather, it was a manifestation of the Tempest, the eternal storm that surrounded and underlay the rest of creation, an unstable, hyperdimensional labyrinth where natural law didn’t exist, and any condition at all could come to be. Evidently Montrose had blundered into an area where space curved back on itself, creating the illusion of a universe completely full of water.

He ought to be able to navigate his way through. That was the fundamental purpose of the Harbinger’s art. But the Arcanos wasn’t infallible, and so far he hadn’t had any luck.

At least the Restless didn’t need air, food, or, in the general run of things, sleep. But he suspected that if he was trapped in this hellish place for too long, he’d run into a Spectre, or one of the other terrors infesting the Tempest. Unarmed, sightless, and floundering in the water, he’d be easy prey. And if the monsters didn’t get him, despair or madness surely would, whereupon he’d plummet into the Void.

Once again, he labored to project his awareness as stooped, crotchety Adrain, his Harbinger teacher, had taught him, looking for currents and eddies, gaps and folds in the fabric of existence. And at last, he sensed something, too distant for him to determine precisely what, below him and off to the right.

Excited but wary as well—Spectres frequently lurked in the vicinity of Byways and gates, hoping to snare unwary travelers—Montrose swam toward it. A gray smudge of phosphorescence bloomed in the murk ahead, so faint that at first he wondered if his light-starved eyes were playing tricks on him. But then the glow grew larger and brighter, making him squint, changing from a dingy blur to a sharply defined white oval floating untethered and unsupported in the depths.

There didn’t seem to be any creatures lurking around it. Eventually Montrose breaststroked near enough to determine that it was about four feet high and a yard across. Almost certainly a portal of some kind. This close, he could make out the patterns of fractured space coiling around it, like loops of iron filings defining a magnetic field. He tried to sense what lay on the other side, but to no avail. He wasn’t surprised. It was relatively easy for a Harbinger to peek into the Tempest from outside, but usually impossible to spy from one section of the infinite storm to the next.

He’d have to pass through the portal without a clue as to what was waiting on the other side. But he didn’t intend to go through utterly unprotected. Defying his own fatigue, he strained to invoke yet another Harbinger power. For a moment nothing happened, and then blobs of shadow oozed from his skin. The droplets expanded and flowed together, enveloping him in darkness. When the process was complete, he could still see his gray hands and forearms paddling in front of him, but while the effect lasted, no one else should be able to see him at all.

He swam into the oval. He didn’t feel anything remarkable when his hands plunged through it, just more cold water on the other side. But when his face touched it, a barrage of sensations—searing heat, violent nausea, a throb of excruciating pleasure—assailed him, sudden and disorienting as the explosion of a bomb.

He thumped down on a tile floor. Transported from water to air, he instinctively gasped a superfluous breath, then lifted his head and looked around.

He’d emerged into what appeared to be an artist’s studio, full of canvases in various stages of completion, the air tinged with the sharp smells of paint and turpentine. A row of French doors stood open, admitting a gentle breeze, the twittering of birds, and yellow sunlight. There was no sign of the gate through which he’d entered.

It all looked like a scene from the world of the living, but his Harbinger senses indicated otherwise. He was still inside the Tempest and he’d better start looking for a path that would carry him on to the true Earth. He stood up, water pattering from his sopping garments to the floor.

As he slunk toward one of the French doors, a painting caught his eye. He pivoted and gaped at it, startled because it depicted a moment from his own life. Perhaps ten years old, he was jumping a favorite bay gelding over a tumble-down fence. Kincardine, his family’s principal castle, rose in the background.

Disconcerted, he prowled from one easel to the next and found himself the subject of every picture. In one, he was writing a poem at his desk at St. Andrews, in a second, marrying his young bride Magdalen, in a third, leading the wild charge at Tippermuir, and in yet another, weeping over the lifeless body of his son John, slain by the rigors of a ghastly winter march. Taken together the oils told the entire tale of his thirty-seven years of life.

And that, he reflected, wasn’t good. It quite possibly meant that, his cloak of shadow notwithstanding, one of the denizens of the Tempest had taken an interest in him.

All the more reason to get out of this enclosed space and begin searching for a Byway. But as he turned back toward the French doors, another door in the far wall clicked and swung open. Princess Louise of Bohemia bustled into the room.

She was exactly as Montrose remembered her, willowy, graceful, and bright-eyed, with smutches of paint on her hands and the tip of her nose, and her honey-blond tresses intent on escaping her elaborate coiffure. Clad in a faded, unfashionable gown, perhaps a hand-me-down from some more affluent friend, she moved toward one of the paintings with the brisk air of someone about to set to work.

The sight of her flooded Montrose’s heart with rage and, even knowing what he now knew, a bitter yearning. Fighting for self-control, he told himself, It isn’t really her.

And yet it was just conceivable that it was. Since his own demise, he’d encountered a couple of his earthly acquaintances among the Restless, though never before someone for whom he harbored such powerful feelings.

Suddenly he was running toward her, as helpless to stop himself as a quarrel shot from a crossbow. His veil of darkness dissolving, he grabbed her by the arm and spun her around.

Startled, she squealed and recoiled, nearly upsetting her easel. A brush fell from her hand to clink on the floor. When she looked up into his face, her expression of alarm melted into a smile. “Darling!” she gasped. “You frightened me half to death.” She tried to embrace him.

Gripping her forearms, he held her slender body away from his own. “Are you truly she?” he demanded.

She cocked her head. “If you’re teasing, I must be slow this morning, because I don’t understand the joke.”

“Are you Louise,” he asked, “or just something that plucked her image out of my memory? Either way, you must be a Spectre. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.”

“Where, in The Hague? It can be tedious sometimes, but I wouldn’t be so unkind as to suggest that it’s only fit for the dead.” She smiled another smile, then knit her brows when he didn’t respond in kind. “You aren’t joking with me, are you? Something’s wrong.”

If she was real—and despite himself, with every passing moment he found it more difficult to recall that she probably wasn’t—was it possible that she didn’t know she was dead? He’d encountered wraiths suffering from a similar state of confusion, but always in the Shadowlands, the portion of the Underworld contiguous with the world of the living, not deep in the Tempest.

“Don’t you understand?” he said. “We’re spirits now. It’s been three hundred and fifty years since Holland.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said. “Touch my skin. Go on, don’t be shy.” Hesitantly he stroked her cheek. “Don’t I feel alive?”

To his amazement, she did. Her soft flesh was warmer than the cool substance of the Restless, and when, trying not to derive any pleasure from the contact, he shifted his fingers to her throat, he felt a pulse. And then, impossibly, a similar throbbing in his own breast.

Perhaps he was the one who was addled. Perhaps they were both alive, and his long sojourn in the Underworld had merely been a kind of fever dream brought on by grief and care.

But no, surely that couldn’t be. In the real 1649, Louise had painted his portrait. But she wouldn’t have tried to capture his whole life on canvas, and she certainly wouldn’t have used her art to prophesy his defeat and execution. Or if she had, she would have hidden the paintings away to gloat over in secret, not left them sitting out where he might see them. Roughly he turned her toward one of the nearest oils, in which a bound and bare-headed Montrose rode the hangman’s cart into Edinburgh.

“If I’ve gone mad,” he growled, “then explain this.”

“I’m sorry if it disturbs you,” she said. “It’s just a bit of foolishness. I hoped I could paint away my fears. That it would help me be brave when you set sail for Scotland.”

“Liar,” Montrose said. “This scene already happened. You made it happen. You urged me to take that villain Van Lengen with me. I trusted him to scout, and he betrayed us to Strachan. Afterward he told me that you bode him betray me. Why? I adored you. I meant to ask for your hand once we installed young Charles on his throne. How could you turn on me?”

Louise sighed. “At this late date, I’m not sure I even remember, and what does it matter anyway? This, my dearest James, is a magical place and time. Let’s not waste it talking of hurtful things. Let’s savor the warmth and the tingle of life in our veins. Let’s make love the way we used to.” She attempted to enfold him in her arms.

Resisting a terrible urge to respond in kind, Montrose thrust her back. “The truth matters to me. Tell me or I swear I’ll send you to the Final Death.”

Louise grimaced. “Very well. If you must have it so. I betrayed you for money. Your enemy Argyll paid handsomely to ensure that your expedition would come to a swift and inglorious conclusion.”

Montrose stared at her.

“Is it so hard to understand?” she asked, her generous mouth sneering. “My family and I were impoverished exiles, living on charity. Did you think that didn’t gall me?” She laughed. “You were always such a romantic fool that you probably did. You thought I was too ethereal for such base concerns.”

“Perhaps so,” said Montrose heavily. Paradoxically, now that she’d admitted her guilt, his anger had suddenly lost its edge, leaving him dazed and sick. “Van Lengen said you’d sold me for pay, but for some reason I always suspected there was a deeper explanation. I imagined that I’d dealt you some bitter hurt without even realizing, that somehow, it was my own fault—”

In the blink of an eye, Louise turned into a hunchbacked parody of her former self, with blazing, slit-pupiled green eyes, a slavering muzzle lined with jagged fangs, and tangles of writhing, hissing serpents sprouting from its shoulder blades. Even as the creature changed, it lunged, one of its huge, black-clawed hands streaking at Montrose’s belly.

Miserable and befuddled as the Stygian was, the transformation caught him entirely by surprise. But his swordsman’s reflexes wrenched him out of harm’s way. The creature’s claws shredded his shirt and merely grazed the skin beneath.

At once the Spectre pivoted to strike again. Drawing on what remained of his depleted strength, Montrose flew backward, knocking down easels as he went, until, his knees flexing, he touched down lightly on the other side of the room.

He’d never liked running from a fight, but it would be foolhardy to continue this without a blade, a bow, or a gun. He pivoted, seeking the nearest exit, and they all crashed shut at once. He launched himself at the nearest French door, ramming it with his shoulder, and rebounded. The panes of glass felt strong as iron.

The Spectre charged. Glancing up, Montrose saw that the ceiling was too low to permit him to soar above the other wraith’s long-armed reach. Pointless, then, to squander precious energy staying continually airborne. He snatched up an easel, dumping its picture—a depiction of a solemn Montrose signing the National Covenant—on the floor. When the creature pounded into range, he clubbed at it.

Its hands shot forward, grabbed the easel, tore it out of Montrose’s grasp, and tossed it away. Without breaking stride, the Spectre hurtled on.

Montrose sidestepped, narrowly avoiding its talons, and slammed a punch into its side. The Spectre grunted and dropped to one knee, but as it did, two of the snakes growing from its right shoulder twisted and struck, biting the Stygian on the cheek and neck.

Even as he recoiled, Montrose felt an icy burning like the kiss of Underworld fire suffuse his substance, leaving weakness and a sensation of fluttery lightness in its wake. Like darksteel or a Spectre’s ebon fangs and claws, the poison carried the taint of the Void. Another dose and he might dissolve into nothingness.

The Spectre lurched up, turned, and limped toward him, its uneven gait perceptible even inside the folds of its voluminous skirt. It had landed hard on its knee. Hoping to catch the monster by surprise, Montrose gave ground, trying to look as if he were even weaker than he felt, then sprang into the air and kicked.

The bold savate attack caught the Spectre squarely between the eyes. Montrose tried to tumble over its head and fly out of reach before it could retaliate. But his powers of flight abruptly failed and he plummeted on top of it. The two combatants collapsed in a heap together.

Montrose thrashed madly, trying to get clear, certain that he wasn’t going to make it. In a second the Spectre would shred him with its talons, and the snakes would sink their fangs into his flesh. Finally, he realized that every part of the creature, including its serpentine appendages, was unconscious.

Trembling with weakness, fear, and loathing, he dragged himself to his feet and repeatedly stamp-kicked the monster, snapping its neck and smashing its skull flat, grimly aware that even those injuries wouldn’t necessarily kill it. He’d need darksteel for that.

Darksteel, he realized suddenly, or the natural armament of a Spectre. Grinning, he knelt beside the creature and reached for its wrists, intent on slicing it to pieces with its own claws.

Ripping sounds split the air, as if a giant were tearing pieces of paper. Startled, Montrose peered wildly about.

Though everything still looked the same, his Harbinger senses revealed that the unstable substance of the Tempest was churning. This strange little world was about to come to an end, as if it had required the conscious will of its resident Spectre to maintain its existence.

Jagged black cracks snaked through the floor, the walls, the ceiling, and the air itself. Montrose extended his awareness, groping for a portal or a Byway, but found nothing. And then, with a crash and a roar, reality shattered, and water exploded through the breaches. An instant later, the light and the air were gone. He was floating in the ocean depths once more.

Grimly sure that the effort was futile, he reached out again, seeking another exit from this trap. And this time he sensed air and even a Byway above his head. Evidently, he hadn’t returned to the same part of the sea. He floundered painfully upward.

The black water grew gradually lighter, until even dull mortal eyes would have noticed the change. Then Montrose’s head broke the surface. Paddling feebly, he swiped his long hair out of his eyes, blinked, and looked around.

The rippling curtains of phosphorescence in the starless sky were predominantly silver and violet now. The rippling expanse of the Sea of Shadows extended as far as the eye could see in all directions, with no land anywhere.

Montrose was floating square in the middle of a Byway, a sea-lane leading out of the Tempest. But it didn’t matter. He lacked the strength to swim or fly far enough to get to safety. Despite all his striving, he was going to perish.

The sheer unfairness of it infuriated him. A howling tide of darkness rose inside him as, at this moment of anguish, his Shadow fought to seize control.

He wasn’t sure he could muster the will to resist. What did it matter if his personal demon finally gained the upper hand? If it didn’t destroy him, something else would.

And then a point of light appeared on the water.

Without meaning to, Montrose dived underwater. Frantically he fought to reassert control of his rebellious body. For several seconds, nothing happened. He couldn’t even feel his limbs. But at last, he broke the Shadow’s grip. Cackling, the demon scuttled back to its hiding place in the depths of his psyche.

Montrose struggled to the surface. The light was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps the Byway had already carried it to another layer of reality.

No! It had to be here. It was just that his vision had gone blurry. “Help!” he cried. “Help me!” The call sounded faint and thin, more of a wheeze than a shout.

But off to his left, a soprano voice answered, “Hang on!” Turning his head, he spied the light again. Gradually it glided closer, until he could see that it shone from a lantern hanging on the ornately carved prow of a small lateener. A tall woman perched by the tiller, her face shadowed by a black cowl. She studied the man in the water for a moment, then extended an oar. Montrose clutched at it, and with no apparent effort she hauled him aboard.
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Montrose flopped down in the bottom of the boat. He doubted he had the strength to sit upright. It was a struggle just to roll over and look up at his rescuer. “Thank you,” he gasped.

She reached into the folds of her layered cloak, brought out a tarnished silver flask, and handed it to him. “Drink,” she said.

With considerable effort, Montrose managed to unscrew the cap and raise the bottle to his lips. The liquid inside it seared his throat much as liquor would burn a mortal.

At once he felt a glow of renewed strength and warmth, somewhat alleviating the chill he’d taken in the water. And simultaneously he experienced a flare of bitter resentment directed toward his savior. It was intolerable that she should see him, an aristocrat of the Hierarchy, reduced to a helpless, shivering supplicant! And surely that was a contemptuous sneer, half hidden by the shadow of her hood!

He was able to quell the surge of anger because he understood what medicine she’d given him. Though they had no need for conventional food and drink, wraiths derived sustenance from pure emotion, and centuries ago, some forgotten genius of an artificer had fashioned flasks which could capture the essence of hatred.

Montrose would have liked to guzzle the bottle dry and recover his vitality completely, but that, he judged, would be an abuse of his rescuer’s kindness. Reluctantly, he replaced the cap and handed the elixir back. “Thank you,” he
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