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In loving memory of John Hodder and Ken Lacey—

Two truly gentle men who saw something in me long before I ever did. Without their kind and patient encouragement, none of this would ever have begun.

 

 

 

 

Myself when young did eagerly frequent

Doctor and Saint, and heard great argument

About it and about: but evermore

Came out by the same door as in I went.

With them the seed of Wisdom did I sow

And with mine own hand labor’d it to grow;

And this was all the Harvest that I reap’d—

“I came like Water, and like the Wind I go.”

—The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam
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Previously…

Theo Bell, enforcer for the vampiric sect known as the Camarilla, has been stripped of status and position.

Called to Minneapolis by his old friend Angus Abranson, he discovers a despicable slave ring operated by an alliance of Kindred and mortal criminals. When he rescues neonate Delphine Decourt and her mortal sister Nathalie from the clutches of the slave ring, and refuses to destroy them as threats to the Masquerade, he finds himself facing accusations from the local prince and from his superiors. The more he digs, the worse things become until he uncovers proof that his old friend Angus is an agent of the slave ring. Acting in self-defense, Theo has no choice but to destroy one of the only men on whom he thought he could rely.

Things go from bad to worse for Theo as the hidden puppet-masters of the slave ring reach out to destroy him. The prince and primogen of Minneapolis accuse him of murdering Angus and call a blood hunt, which quickly gets spread across the Midwest as Theo is stripped of his rank in the Camarilla and declared anathema. With only the Decourt twins, the anarch Kristine, and the Malkavian Itio Shima as help, Theo strikes out to clear his name. All the while, a dedicated agent of the slave ring, the Overseer Carnell, is hunting him.

Things come to a head in the industrial wasteland of Detroit, as Carnell lures Theo into a final showdown and uses his own dark powers to drive the former archon mad. Kristine and the twins abandon him to his fate and as the hunter’s abilities wear away at Theo’s sanity, his fate seems sealed.

At the last moment, Kristine offers Theo her aid, allowing him to gain an edge over Carnell and turn the tide of battle. His sanity eroding, Theo drinks deep of the Overseer’s tainted blood until he has swallowed the man’s soul entire.

Theo has saved his existence, but plunged himself into a mad fugue state from which there may be no escape….


Prologue

Masterworks

The room was supposed to be silent. Deep enough underground to keep the world at bay, it had been designed and redesigned by many different experts over the years. Several layers of protection insulated it from outside influences—noise, smell, vibration, everything. The latest door was constructed from layers of some new polymer or other, the sheets vacuum-separated so that absolutely no sound could get in.

When everything was properly locked down, a pack of rampaging war-ghouls tearing up the rest of the villa could go unnoticed inside. He hadn’t even heard their screams as they’d died outside the door—and it had taken his associate over an hour to finish them off, as it turned out. In all, the laboratory had been soundproof for more than four hundred years. After the most recent round of improvements, it was supposedly guaranteed perfect to two hundred and fifty decibels.

The man swallowed his anger, and tried to ignore the small scratching, crumbling noise coming from the walls. Summoning all his concentration, he turned his focus inwards, so that the sound would just wash over him. In theory, anyway.

The grinding shouldn’t have been distracting in the slightest—a fact that just aggravated him further, made his emotional balance even harder to hold on to. Whether it was rats gnawing at the insulation, the foundations shifting or even a team of sappers coming through the walls, the noise should have been beneath notice. Instead, it seemed to be inflaming his suddenly traitorous imagination. He imagined he could almost hear voices whispering behind the noise, muttering darkly about death, destruction, the end of everything. Every time he stilled his mind, the voices grew louder in the silence. It was intolerable. He hadn’t been this sloppy since that ludicrous debacle in Caesaromagus.

He ignored a sudden urge to grind his teeth in frustration, and tried again to stop his mind from chattering. The whispers started up immediately. He stubbornly refused to translate the sound into words and just stared fixedly out of the blood-traced circle at the stone jars lining the far wall, seething at his own ineptitude.

Eventually, thirty-nine of the longest minutes he could remember came to an end. He permitted his muscles to unlock, stood up smoothly, and turned to look at the right-hand wall. There was no sign of any damage or disruption behind the shelves of tools and manuscripts, and the noise had utterly vanished. He allowed himself the luxury of a small growl—the period of silence was over—and then got back to work.

The cast-bronze altar in front of him was covered in a pure white cloth, woven from the spun fleece of previously unshorn lambs. Three candles dominated the center of it: one made of dog tallow, one colored yellow with sunflower petals, and one purchased on a Thursday by a blond-haired man. Everything else was ready and waiting on a small side bench. He picked up a small metal cigarette lighter, which had been taken from the hand of a week-dead corpse, and flicked the cog.

A surprisingly large flame sprang to life. He looked at it and smiled, amused as always, and lovingly ran the palm of his left hand slowly through the fire, savoring the brief warmth. Then he leaned forward and lit the candles. A vile stench filled the air, and he made a mental note to discipline the idiot who had selected strawberry potpourri for the Thursday candle.

He began an archaic chant. Ancient formulas and invocations rippled off his tongue as he picked a small brass pendulum off the bench. Still chanting, he dipped the pendulum into the candle flames, once into the sun, twice into the hound, and thrice into the thunder, savoring the mounting feeling of power. Then he laid the pendulum down in front of the candles, held his hands out over it, and started reciting an ancient blessing in a long-dead language.

The third word—”Schempreshkorzash”—got stuck in his teeth, coming out as a gargled croak. He blinked once, shocked and horrified, as a sudden trembling sensation in the region of his solar plexus warned him that the gathered power was already failing. After so many years, the ancient godling’s name should have been no harder to say than his own. He quickly tried again, desperate to save the complicated ritual.

“Schemprshhhrk—”

The power drained out of the room like water down a drain. The man screamed in fury and rage, and savagely kicked the altar at the door. The candles and cloth fell to the floor, and the thin bronze cube flew across the room, crumpling as it smashed into the steel. Three months of preparation, and it was all ruined in an instant, fit only for destruction. A second kick scattered the bench and its now worthless contents across the room. He stomped over to the door, leaving the altar cloth burning merrily in the center of the circle of sigils, and wrenched on a plain robe of black cotton. Then he took several long, unneeded breaths and calmed his mind, distancing himself from his emotions. His anger receded to manageable levels. He wrenched the doors open and stepped out into the brightly lit antechamber.

Alexandra was there, sitting idly with an envelope in her hands. The girl looked up as the doors opened and smiled vapidly, full of implanted love. “There is a message for you, Lord. I understand that it is important.”

He didn’t even growl an acknowledgement, infuriated still further by the intrusion. He snatched the envelope from her, and ripped it open, letting it fall as he read the brief note inside. Fury boiled inside him, hot and sour, at its contents. How had this happened? Why hadn’t he been told? There would be an accounting; right now. His vision seemed to swim for a moment, and a low snarl started deep down in his chest, seemingly outside of his control. Alexandra looked around, surprised.

He beckoned to her. “I need your assistance, girl.”

She nodded, smiling again. “Oh yes, Lord.”

“Remove your clothing, then join me in the laboratory.”

“Of course, Lord.” She started stripping. He left her to it and went back inside. The wool was still burning, fuelled by the candle wax inside it. The sickly stink was unpleasant, but it would do. Flame, for once, was simply flame. He selected a jar from one of the shelves, opened it, and took out a big handful of the powder inside. He flung it on to the fire, and the reek of brimstone filled the room, mingling with the nauseous stench of the Thursday candle. A moment later, Alexandra walked in, appropriately naked.

He nodded at her. “Close the doors, then come here and lie down inside the circle.”

“Yes, Lord.” She sounded slightly nervous, but she obeyed.

“Good. Now close your eyes. Do not fear girl, you will not be harmed. I give you my word.” She did as she was told, the nervousness replaced with calm. He turned to another shelf and picked up a large, ugly dagger, forged from meteoric iron under starlight during the dark of the moon and quenched in the life’s blood of thirteen baby girls. Standing outside the circle, he leaned over and silently hammered the dagger right through Alexandra’s heart and into the floor beneath her. The girl convulsed once, then fell still, and the intoxicating scent of hot blood mingled deliciously with the sulfur.

He stood up straight again, hands spread wide.

“Mariel, in the name of our pact, I call thee!” The air shivered. “Mariel, with the blood of the innocent, I invoke thee!” A presence—unseen but not unfelt—gradually grew within the room, making his skin prickle. It was intoxicating. “Mariel, Knife of the Storm’s Eye, I summon thee!”

The temperature in the room plummeted, the fresh blood suddenly steaming a little in the icy air. The girl’s corpse opened its eyes, stretched languidly, and then sat up. It crossed its legs comfortably and looked round the room. Then it turned to him and spoke in a voice like razors: “Rodrigo? What the fuck do you want?”

He nodded in greeting. “Welcome, dread Mariel. I bring you the gift of this woman’s soul, bound to her death by the Blade of Worlds.”

The corpse grimaced. “Skip the tedious crap, will you? I’m busy. I’ll take the girl on my way out. What is it? And what in the name of Lucifer is that disgusting smell?”

Rodrigo glared at the corpse, suddenly a little uncertain. “Oh Mariel, under the terms of our pact, you guaranteed to send me word of our minions.”

The corpse sighed and rolled its dead eyes. “Your point being?”

“I should have been told of Carnell’s death.” He was so irritated that he realized he’d forgotten to be polite.

The corpse’s eyes glowed with a flickering flame-light as it stared at him impassively. The moment stretched out. “I haven’t had his soul,” it mused finally.

“What do you mean?”

“I would have thought that was obvious, even to you. Your puppeteer did not come to me when he died. Someone else has eaten his soul, and I’ve been trying to find out who. The bastard owes me.”

Rodrigo blinked. “Are you telling me Theophilus Bell diablerized Carnell?”

“Is that the fucker’s name?” The corpse shrugged, the dagger twisting as it cut into the meat of the girl’s breast.

“Why did you not tell me of the death at least?” He was having to fight hard to keep the rising anger out of his voice. “Our pact—”

“Shut up, leech.” The words were like scalpels, slicing at his mind. Alexandra’s corpse grinned nastily, a trickle of blood slipping from the corner of its mouth.

Rodrigo stared at it in amazed fury.

“That’s better. Our pact ran until the end of days, Rodrigo. In case you hadn’t noticed, that time is now upon us. My side of the contract is fulfilled.”

“I don’t—”

“Listen, vampire. Listen carefully. The dark realms are very, very busy right at the moment. I’ve got a thousand and one things to organize. The end is here, and I really don’t have time to pander to your tedious bullshit any more. Our deal is concluded. If I was hungry enough, I’d shatter this stupid little ward you’ve got me in, rip your soul out of your withered cadaver, and suck the marrow from your bones for dessert. I can’t be bothered, though. You don’t have long left, and I can wait for the meager enjoyment your essence will bring me. Deferred gratification is the primary sign of intelligence, you know.”

The room seemed to actually tinge with red as rage threatened to overwhelm him. “How dare—”

“Very easily, actually. I’ve had enough of this pointless shit. I’m off. If you’ve got any sense left in that dickless husk of yours, you’ll leave me the fuck alone from now on. I don’t have to eat you all at once.” Alexandra’s corpse started to lie down again. It paused suddenly, and looked round at him again, a mocking smile on its lips. “Oh yeah. Forgot to tell you. Carnell’s dead. Some soon-to-be-fucked asswipe called Bell drank him. See you real soon now, pal. Thanks for dinner.”

The corpse slumped to the ground. Mould erupted all over it as the flesh started to liquefy. Alexandra’s features slowly melted, and all over her body the skin withered and peeled back. Within moments, she was just a skeleton, a patch of slime, and a rather nasty smell.

Rodrigo howled his fury out at the room. He leapt at the stinking skeleton and smashed the skull into fragments under his fist. The crunch of bone felt pleasant under his skin, and he struck out again and again and again, punishing the girl’s remains for the failures of the evening.

Within a minute, Alexandra was reduced to dust and crumbs. He looked around desperately for something else to destroy, before a hint of sanity prevailed, and he finally decided that it was beneath him. He buried his anger deep where it belonged, put the dagger back on the shelf, and headed out of the lab to get dressed.
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Rodrigo sat on the balcony and looked out across the lush valley. The full moon was bright, and the forests around the villa rippled in a light breeze, a sea of silvered green. Beyond the valley’s edge, the hills fell away to the city beneath. Myriad points of light twinkled in the distance, forming an impossible tapestry. It was a beautiful sight, and one that he usually savored. The modern world did have surprising moments of loveliness mixed in with its blunt ugliness. Even this late, São Paulo would be teeming with mortals going about their little lives, busily creating nightmares and wonders and other bits of tedium to inflict upon each other. It was the ultimate toy—a whimsy, when distraction was needed.

Insects and other creatures chattered noisily throughout the valley. The cicadas were particularly loud tonight, grinding away incessantly. They were the reason that he’d first soundproofed the laboratory—not because they threatened his work, but simply because they were an irritant that he could choose not to endure. He frowned, unhappy with the night’s progress all over again.

A melodic female voice caught his attention. “I hear that talking to yourself is the first sign of madness.”

He looked around and saw Claudia approaching along the balcony, her fingers trailing along the ornate stone railing, a ruby decanter clasped in her other hand. She was wearing a brilliant red dress tonight, a provocative fancy that might have been suitable for a peasant dancer had it not been made of the finest silks. He looked at her calmly, hiding his alarm at her implication. He hadn’t been saying anything, had he? “Good evening.”

She stopped by the table, turning to gaze out at the city. “Is it?”

He shrugged. “No. Not really.”

“I suspected as much. Tell me.”

The urge to gloss over his surprising ineptitude swept over him. He fought it back ruthlessly. This was neither the time nor the place. “I was conducting the ritual of the Soul Forge earlier.”

“Yes. I thought it was due tonight.”

“I had difficulty concentrating.” He spoke to the marble table and its gold inlays, unable to meet her eyes. “On anything. My mind was wandering like a neophyte’s. There was a noise too. It seemed to have words behind it, whispers suggesting that the final nights were coming.”

She nodded. “The same sort of things that you were mumbling as I approached, then.”

He finally looked up at her, seeing no judgment or contempt in her expression, just mild interest. “Was I really talking?”

“Yes,” she said simply.

“Strange that I could not hear it myself.”

“You said, ‘The end is coming, the end; I can hear it; it comes for me.’”

Rodrigo frowned unhappily. “Yes, that’s the sort of thing. Anyway, the noise—and the voices—vanished as soon as I no longer needed to be silent. However, when I then started reciting the invocations, I was unable to manage the word ‘Schempreshkorzash.’”

Claudia nodded thoughtfully. “You had no problem then. Do you think that there might have been some sabotage?”

“The demon?” Rodrigo thought about it. “No. It has no idea that I know the ritual. It would have been furious had it realized.”

She placed the decanter on the table in front of him, pulled out one of the plush chairs, and sat down. “For you.”

He looked at her blandly, hiding his suspicion. “Why?”

“To save you the bother of fetching some yourself,” she said, looking at him. “We both know that I wouldn’t stoop to crass tricks at this stage.”

He nodded reluctantly, poured himself a glass full of the rich blood, and took a sip. It was delicious—unusually thick and spicy, laced through with hints of power. He could feel it sparkling as it slid down his throat and into his veins, invigorating him. “Delightful. Thank you.”

“You are welcome.” She poured herself a glass, sipping at it daintily, then filled his back up again.

Rodrigo took another long sip, and then continued. “After the failure of the Soul Forge, I discovered that Carnell was destroyed, and invoked Mariel to find out why it had not informed me before. That, at least, was simple.”

She looked at him calmly. “And…?”

He sighed. “And it told me that the end of days was upon us, and it would serve me no longer.” He was satisfied to notice that his voice stayed perfectly matter-of-fact. “It seems that Bell diablerized Carnell, incidentally.”

Claudia arched a perfect eyebrow. “Really? I didn’t know the man had it in him. As to the other, that is hardly any surprise. In fact, it’s rather the point, don’t you think? The demon’s timing is likely to be willful—its decision of when the final nights begin is open to interpretation—but that is by the by. This is as good a time as any to move forward to the third stage.”

He thought about it for a moment. “I suppose so. Miami could do with another month however.”

“Miami will never be totally secure, even if we had another year. It’s the nature of the city.”

“You’re probably right.”

“Very well. I’ll set things in motion. From this point on, we should both take care to feed well. There can be no other explanation.”

Rodrigo nodded reluctantly. “I suppose not. I’ll make sure I do not neglect the matter. What about Bell?”

“Carnell’s failure is a little disappointing. There must have been something he neglected to take into account. Bell is becoming an irritation. We can afford a little less subtlety in dealing with him now, however. Unless you have any objections?”

He shook his head pleasantly.

Claudia removed a slim cell phone from a well-concealed pocket within the skirts of her dress and dialed a number. A few moments later, he heard the faint electronic beep as the device connected. “Good evening, General. Would you join us, please?” She paused for a moment. “Thank you.” The phone snapped shut again and disappeared back inside the red silk.

Rodrigo picked up his glass and swirled it thoughtfully, gazing into the depths of the blood before taking another drink and then refilling his glass again. After a short while, soft footsteps approaching drew him out of his reverie. He looked up to see a lean, powerful man heading toward the table. Long, matted hair hung in tangles around his dark face, almost obscuring the sunglasses he was wearing, and he was dressed in a heavy black leather coat and trousers. He pulled a chair from another table as he got close, and swung it over, sitting down between the two of them.

Claudia smiled indulgently. “Do sit down, General Karsh.”

He looked at her impassively. “How can I be of service?”

“We need you to take care of a security matter for us.”

“No, really? You mean you’re not interested in hearing about the time that I fought a pack of Berbers across the ruins of Carthage, or in seeing me juggle a clutch of flaming chainsaws?”

“Maybe you can play the clown for us later,” said Rodrigo ironically. “My thanks for the offer.”

Karsh flashed a sour look at him, then turned back to Claudia. “What is it?”

“Bell,” she said simply.

Karsh sneered. “I warned you that the lunatic would fail. It’ll be a pleasure to take Bell out once and for all. Now that he’s persona non grata, it’ll be trivial to do.”

“I’d advise against overconfidence,” said Rodrigo. “Bell is very versatile.”

“Oh, I know all about Theo Bell,” said Karsh. “I’ve worked with him several times. I know how he thinks. He won’t be a problem.”

“Good,” said Claudia. “We want this to be as thorough as possible, however. There are several lines of attack that we want you to pursue.” Karsh raised an eyebrow, but said nothing, and she continued. “Spread the blood hunt as much as possible. Use your influence to pressure princedoms into adopting it. Keep him isolated.”

Karsh nodded perfunctorily. “Naturally.”

“There’s also the possibility that Bell might have already passed word to some ally or other,” said Rodrigo.

Claudia nodded. “Yes. We need to be sure any other leaks are plugged. I want you to coordinate with Lucy in Jacksonville Control. She still has access to Carnell’s observation network. Have a full surveillance program activated to watch for signs of Bell. Monitor him and his known allies as much as possible, and if you can identify knowledge spreading to anyone, have that individual eliminated. Whoever it is, General. You may find that information regarding allies is more reliable, as they are unlikely to be on the move as much as Bell himself.”

“Alright,” Karsh said. “If you want.”

“We do,” said Rodrigo flatly.

The warlord shrugged. “You’re the boss. I’d rather just get out there, summon him to a meeting, and kill the arrogant bastard myself though.”

“I’d rather you did it our way,” Claudia said archly. “The last thing we want is any suspicion falling on your role.”

Rodrigo grimaced. “Besides which, there’s no guarantee that Bell would attend such a meeting. Given Carnell’s usual thoroughness, I suspect that the former archon may well be something less than his usual self right now.”

“He’d come to me.” Karsh looked confident. “He wouldn’t be able to resist it. He’d want to know what I was after. Particularly if I told him that I had information that could clear him on all charges.”

“Maybe,” Rodrigo said. “He might also turn up with several assistants and a lot of automatic weaponry. He’s suspicious at the best of times, and Carnell’s ministrations tend to, ah, bring the worst out in people.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be a good boy.”

Claudia nodded. “We are delighted to hear that, General. Time is becoming critical, and our plans are close to fruition. It would be a shame if something threatened them now.”

Karsh turned slowly to look at her full on, his body suddenly tense. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“Indeed so.”

“You have proof?”

Rodrigo smiled, a mirthless gesture that did little more than expose his teeth. “Call it strong circumstantial evidence.”

Karsh relaxed, slumping a little, and shrugged. “You’re welcome to believe whatever you want to believe. I trust you’ll forgive me if I wait for some sort of clear sign before I make my mind up?”

“You are entitled to any opinions you wish, General.” Claudia sounded completely unruffled. “Just so long as you follow our lead.”

Karsh nodded. “Of course. If there’s nothing else?”

Claudia inclined her head politely. Karsh rose smoothly to his feet, whipped around, and stalked off without a further word. Rodrigo watched him go and then turned to gaze out at the city beneath, taking occasional sips of his drink.

It was almost an hour later when a thought interrupted his musings. He turned to Claudia, who was watching him dispassionately. “It might be worth setting the Black Hand on Bell.”

She shrugged. “I see no harm in it, at the very least.”

Rodrigo’s mouth twitched in wry amusement. “I suspect that Jalan-Aajav will be on the move. He’ll not be expecting to hear from me right now.”

“Would you like to use my telephone?” She slid the device across the table.

“Thank you.” He picked it up, fiddled with the buttons until the appropriate entry was displayed, and activated the infernal thing. After a period of time, it started ringing.

“What?” The voice was cold—harsh, even—and sounded impatient.

“I do hope this isn’t a bad time for you.”

“I can talk for a moment.”

“Good. I want to engage the Hand against Theophilus Bell.”

There was a long pause. “I’m sorry, but that is impossible.”

Rodrigo frowned. “Why?”

“The Black Hand will not move against Theo Bell. There are reasons. I’d like to indulge you, but it is not possible.”

“Very well,” said Rodrigo with a degree of resignation. “I will be in contact shortly.”

“Fine. Good evening to you.” The line went dead.

Rodrigo glanced at the mobile telephone with some distaste and passed it back to Claudia. “He was unable to help. Apparently Bell is untouchable or something.”

Claudia nodded. “They do maintain a list of people that they will not accept contracts for. Even Jalan-Aajav cannot overturn that. It is no matter. I have every faith that our current plans will prove sufficient. The General is as enterprising as he is vicious.”

“I hope so,” said Rodrigo.

She smiled. “Fear not. Bell will plunge screaming into oblivion, and he will drag his companions down with him.”


Chapter One

Upon Reflection

The hallway stretched out into shattered infinity, a dazzling tunnel of shards. There was a familiar man some distance ahead and other people visible at intervals further down. The man was looking right back at Theo, and it took him a few moments to realize that it was his own reflection. He darted a quick look around and staggered as a wave of vertigo swept through him. Every surface was mirrored. Beneath him, the floor seemed to drop away in an eye-bending chain of ever-decreasing bodies. The ceiling was the same above, sweeping him upwards. On every side, countless hordes of his own image stared balefully out. He closed his eyes, a reflex movement to preserve his sanity.

When he opened them again, the mirrors were still there. He could feel millions of eyes boring into him. Every one of them was his own, but that was no comfort. A gnawing sense of panic started to rise inside him, making his skin crawl all the way up his spine. He fought it, telling himself sternly that they were just mirrors, that they could not harm him, that no one was watching. He knew that he was telling himself comforting lies, but after a long moment it started to work, and the panic receded—a little, anyway.

When he was feeling more at ease, he tried taking a step forward. Whole ranks of figures kept up with him smoothly, and the sense of being under ferocious scrutiny snapped back. He ignored it as stoically as possible, and stepped forward again. Looking past the myriad eyes, he glanced around at the glittering tunnel. The surfaces were broken up into panes, and everywhere he looked seemed to be a mish-mash of dividing lines, so that every square foot of glass appeared broken into a crazy grid. It was impossible to see if the tunnel had junctions, or if it was just one solid tube. Only his own figure getting closer ahead confirmed a solid end.

Theo positioned himself in the middle of the corridor and reached for the walls to the left and right. By stretching his fingers, he was just able to touch the mirrors on both sides. They were smooth to the touch, a neutral temperature. He made a quick estimate of the distance to the Theo directly ahead, then closed his eyes, and started walking forward slowly. After about forty feet, he stopped and opened his eyes again.

He flinched before he could stop the movement, and the figure just scant inches from his face cowered back with him in perfect synchronization. He grinned at himself, suddenly amused by his own reaction to something he could have predicted. The change in his reflection’s expression killed his amusement though, and he turned right around to see himself once more, standing a couple of hundred feet away. Theo closed his eyes again, and for several moments was able to indulge himself in the reassuring sensation that this was just a normal corridor. He started walking.

He was some distance past his original starting point when his left hand slid off the edge of the glass. He stopped immediately and looked. Crazy reflections and impossible angles danced back at him, and he had to blink a couple of times before they resolved into another corridor running off at a right-angle to the first. He turned into the new corridor and continued feeling his way along. After just a few feet, he came to a side-tunnel. A quick look confirmed that he now had three directions to choose from, all of them indistinguishably confusing. It had to be a maze.

Exploring would only work if he were able to keep track of where he was going. He turned to the mirror on the left hand wall of the tunnel he was in and punched it, hard. The surface remained intact. He tried again, dropping his hip and putting his weight behind it, but again nothing happened. It seemed strange that he couldn’t crack the glass. Something elusive nagged at the back of his mind, but he couldn’t quite catch it. He tried again, taking a step back and smashing his booted foot into the mirror as hard as he could. Once again, it resisted easily.

Theo decided to change tack. A quick search of his pockets failed to turn up anything sharp, but his jacket had a heavy catch that was easy to tear off. He took firm hold on it, and ground it savagely into the mirror. After a few moments the catch started crumpling, the mirror still unmarked. He stopped, and hefted the catch thoughtfully. Worrying about this place’s peculiarities wouldn’t get him anywhere. After a bit of thought, he put the catch down in the middle of the pane he was standing on. He was perfectly happy to rip his clothing to shreds, if it got him out.

He started walking forward again, ignoring the side-tunnel, his eyes closed. Some fifty feet later, he felt a gap at his right hand and had a look. Another corridor led off from the one he was in, as bright and featureless as all the others. He glanced down, and his blood turned to ice. There, in the middle of the pane he was standing on, was the catch he had left at the last junction. It was identical, even to the places it had bent. He turned around and looked backwards, but it was impossible to make anything concrete out among the dazzling glitter. He tried to tell himself someone might have moved it while his eyes were closed.

He didn’t believe it, but decided to walk back to the previous junction anyway. He twisted the metal of the catch a little further, just enough to change its shape slightly, and then retraced his steps. He kept his eyes open this time, watching carefully for any sign of movement. There was none, and when he got back to the side-tunnel, he was unsurprised to see the catch still in place—freshly twisted into its new shape.

He sighed, and massaged the bridge of his nose wearily. If someone were playing surreal games, then he would play by their rules for the moment. It wasn’t like he had a choice. If mapping the maze was impossible, then any direction was as good as any other. He closed his eyes, turned left into the side-tunnel, and started walking. He kept going for more than a quarter of an hour, taking whichever junction came first and then missing one, taking two then missing two, and so on. Every time he looked, the view was the same—thousands upon thousands of Theos staring back at him from all directions.

After a time, he felt the acoustics of the tunnel change, and opened his eyes again. A short distance ahead, the corridor opened up into a larger space. The room was still mirrored, and the change in the pattern of reflection made Theo’s head spin a little. A strangely archaic stone fountain—a low, simple pedestal with a circular basin sitting on top of it—dominated the room. The fountain was non-reflective and drew the eye like a beacon. It cast images all around the room, which made him suspect that the walls of the room were not as regular as those of the tunnel had been. He stepped into the room, and a host walked with him, springing up everywhere, sliding in and out of view. There were reflections buried within reflections, all sizes and orientations, so that one mirror might have a tiny Theo stalking back beneath a life-sized one. Trying to block them all out, he concentrated his attention on the fountain, which seemed to be in every mirror, and walked toward it slowly.

The pedestal had been hacked out of a single block of rock. It had a speckled texture that reminded him of granite, but the color was wrong: a reddish gray tinged with flecks of brighter scarlet. The base was simple, a wide circular disk. A tubular column rose out of it, with sharp ridges protruding like spines, evenly spaced. Symbols were carved between the ridges—a mix of peculiar mathematical shapes, vaguely unsettling diagrams, and scrawling, lopsided things that might have been some odd alphabet. There didn’t seem to be any pattern or reason to their placement, but they never touched the spines. The column was topped with a deep, curved dish with a small spout in the center, surrounded by little drainage holes, with no markings or other adornments. The whole thing was about four feet high, all told.

He stopped a short distance away from it, suddenly cautious. He’d been walking at random. If this room were the center of the maze, it must have come to him. The conclusion seemed a certainty. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but that ignorance didn’t bother him at all. This was the heart. There was nothing to do but to play along. He stepped forward and reached out to touch the fountain.

Nothing happened.

He waited a moment, feeling foolish, and then took a step back, uncertain. He slowly became aware of a slow vibration building in the floor of the room. It seemed to be swelling. After a short time, he realized that there was a sound to accompany the vibration, so deep that it was on the threshold of hearing.

Suddenly there was a coughing splutter from the fountain, and a short jet of slime burst up out of the spout. It was a bilious green color, and it stank of rotting flesh and old, stale shit. Theo took another step back, mildly disgusted, as the fetid gunk pooled in the basin. Another gout followed it, and then a third, as if the fountain was vomiting up the collected decay of ages. The whole room reeked. The rumbling noise rose a few octaves to become a buzzing, and suddenly a thin stream of blood spurted out of the fountain. It rose up in an elegant stream, steaming slightly, before falling back into the shallow pool of slime. The smell of it—hot, rich, coppery—cut through the decay like a knife.

Theo stepped forward again, intrigued. Unlike the sputtering glop before it, the blood flowed steadily, and it looked pure. The scent of it made his head swim. He reached out a hand, and let
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