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        Advisory

        This is a story for mature readers. It explores sensitive subject matters, including scenes of graphic violence, imagery, language, harm to people, sexual intercourse and concepts that some readers may find unsettling.

      

      

      

      
        
        Australian English and Glossary

        This story is written in Australian English.

        A glossary is at the end of this novel.

      

      

      

      
        
        AI Note

        ‘Thou shalt not replace man with machine.’ [The second commandment, The Holy Testament of the New Dawn].

        This novel was 100% conceived and written without the use of AI and is the result of my mad mind. The second commandment was not broken in writing this story.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        In memory of my beautiful niece, Maia

      

        

      
        Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone,

        Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone,

        Silence the pianos and with muffled drum

        Bring out the coffin, let the mourners come.

      

        

      
        The stars are not wanted now: put out every one;

        Pack up the moon and dismantle the sun;

        Pour away the ocean and sweep up the wood;

        For nothing now can ever come to good.

      

        

      
        Funeral Blues – W. H. Arden
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        Visit www.sevromero.com to find out more about the world of Aurora.
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        Dr SONNY Johannsen / The Traveller – Astronaut and medical officer aboard the Forever
      

      	
        SALOME – Young daemon from the hidden town of Perdition
      

      	
        Arbiter BENOIT – Senior member of the Conclave
      

      	
        MEECHY – A fisherman from the village of Palwyn
      

      	
        MERIHEM / Meri – Daemon and oracle from Perdition
      

      	
        NAMTAR / Nam – Young daemon from the hidden town of Perdition
      

      	
        KTALYN – A young frostwolf and friend to Salome
      

      	
        Ecclesiarch BORDAN – Second in charge of the Conclave
      

      	
        Acolyte MARQUEZ – Protégé to Bordan
      

      	
        King CHARLEMAGNE the Fourth – King of Aurora
      

      	
        Princess CHARLOTTE Belmonte – Princess of Aurora
      

      	
        Queen ANNA – Mother of Charlemagne and Charlotte
      

      	
        CILENTO – Harbinger to Charlemagne
      

      	
        Cleric ORTIZ – The cleric of Jericho and friend to the royal family
      

      	
        STRYDER – Knight and hand of Charlemagne
      

      	
        Chamberlain Elsa RAMONE – Manager of royal affairs in the High Castle
      

      	
        Vivian DE FLEUR – Knight and confidante of Charlotte
      

      	
        VIOLET of Vepar / The Night Stalker – A mysterious grief that stalks the towns of Aurora
      

      	
        DECAR the Traitor – Traitorous daemon and confidante to Lord Powell in New Eprath
      

      	
        BAEL of Perdition – Commander of the daemon’s armed forces
      

      	
        Captain VOLKS – Grief and sailor of Lake Isa
      

      	
        Father NUNEZ / Holy Father – Leader of the Conclave
      

      	
        Cleric DUARTE – The Conclave’s head of executions
      

      	
        Saint IVAN – Commander of the Blood Knights of the Cross
      

      	
        Cleric DE LA CRUZ – The cleric of the Isle of Sorrow
      

      	
        GRIFFEN – Hermit who lives on the far side of the Isle of Sorrow
      

      	
        Lord Francis POWELL the Third – Leader of the northern province of North Anwyn
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        Sonny

      

      

      Klaxons blared through the cursed spaceship Forever. Red lights flashed on and off, giving stuttering glimpses into the steel blackness that was the internals of the ship. A darkness had enveloped the innards of their metal sarcophagus, squeezing at what little oxygen that circulated, and creating a coldness that mirrored the inky void outside.

      Sonny considered himself a damn good medic, but even he could not resurrect the dead. He laid the flaccid body of Captain Detianne on the rigid metal floor of the stowage cabin, beside the sobbing Executive Officer, Mae.

      They were ten billion kilometres from home on a mission to investigate an abnormality called Ares. A giant black rock at the outer reaches of the solar system that had confounded scientists since its discovery. The trip to it involved four years of travel, most in stasis, where time passed like a fever dream, and then six months awake as they approached and studied the peculiar planetoid.

      Two days earlier, three members of the crew had walked on its onyx-like surface. Now it was heating and cracking under the strain of seismic activity. Forever’s AI warned it was only hours away from exploding.

      Jesus, I wish her blabbering would stop, thought Sonny. I can’t think.

      Mae sat in a ball by the entry to an escape pod. Her black hair hid her wide, dark eyes. A paleness had crawled over her sandy skin, and veins popped out of the tops of her hands. Her crooked composure and bobbing head made her appear witch-like under the red flicker.

      Maybe I should say something.

      Sonny had never been the most empathetic or patient person. Now with the wailing sirens, Mae’s crying, and two days without sleep, he felt closer to murdering someone than saving a life. He cleared his throat and breathed in the stale stench of death before commencing the eulogy.

      “Captain Dianne Detianne. Where do I start?” He paused, unsure of what to say and tried again. “Well… we never saw eye to eye, and you always ignored my advice, which I guess was your job, but how you enjoyed doing it in front of the others. There’s also your dithering and indecision, which annoyed me no end. Consult this, chat about that, and if I’m being honest, that’s probably why we’re all going to die out here.”

      Mae let out a long wail.

      Ahh, good one… arsehole.

      Sonny scratched at the stubble that had formed along his cleft chin and tried again. “I mean…” He saw Mae’s head shake. “…okay, um… you didn’t deserve this. Whatever wickedness has found its way amongst us. You didn’t deserve to die, and for that I’m sor⁠—”

      There was a clang. Iron clashed with iron. It came from the passageway which connected the stowage cabin to the galley. Sonny picked up the heavy wrench by his feet. It was hardly a weapon, but it gave him comfort, and in the frigid interior of the spacecraft where a killer lurked, every bit of comfort one could find was akin to a warm blanket on a frosty night.

      Mae bounced to her feet. Her eyes flickered with spasmodic delight, an annoying twitch she had whenever she confronted adversity. Surprisingly, her eyes were also dry. That was odd, but Sonny was relieved that the Captain’s puppy was back in control of her faculties. If they were going to survive against the menace that had murdered three other crew members, then two versus one increased their odds.

      “Kill him,” said Mae. She had gone from wailing in anguish to giving orders with the emotional resonance of a general sending her troops on a suicidal charge. Sonny hadn’t seen this side of her before. She was nauseatingly bubbly at the worst of times. However, you never really know how someone will respond when the moon collides with the sun. Most would run. His opinion of Mae had risen an inch.

      The problem was, Sonny wasn’t one for orders, especially one that asked him to kill a crewmate. So, he held his ground. His heart raced in time with the flashing lights as the clanging grew like a subway train rattling its way towards their platform.

      The darkness consumed him, and he wondered whether death was really such a terrible option. Wasn’t his whole reason for enlisting in this voyage to the gloom because he wanted to disappear? To sink into the sludge and never emerge again?

      “Do it now!” yelled Mae. This time, her order echoed inside his skull.

      He twitched, but remained where he stood. But it’s Dimitri, the only person I like aboard this bloody ship. He tightened his hold on the wrench.

      “Dimi?” said Sonny towards the dark corridor. He squeezed his eyes together, attempting to penetrate the darkness. “Buddy. No one else needs to be hurt. That rock out there is about to explode, and when that happens, I’d rather be in one of these pods than on this ship. Don’t you agree?”

      There was movement. Magnetic boots tapped against the grilled floor. The Forever’s Payload Specialist emerged from the blackened hallway wearing a metallic pressurised spacesuit and clutching a steel rod. Red reflections fluttered across his polycarbonate visor and obscured his face.

      Only days before, Sonny had shared a sneaky whiskey with him while they watched a video of Dimi’s family. If there was a person on this crew of sociopaths, boot-lickers and arse-kissers that Sonny would actually want to save, then it would be Dimi.

      Maybe he has a reason for murdering the Captain? Christ, I can’t say I haven’t wished death on her myself. But murder?

      Murder. Sonny remembered screaming that word at the drunk who had stolen from him the only person he had ever given a damn about. Extended distances in time and kilometres had failed to numb that heartbreak. He squashed the ancient memory of Haley’s killer and instead recalled what had transpired on the Forever over the last 48 hours.

      Chief Scientist Purcell had been the first to die, crushed by the doors in the drone bay mere hours after returning from the walk on Ares. A bloody and quick death no less, that in the Captain’s infinite wisdom she had proclaimed was nothing more than a workplace accident. The gory incident had puzzled Sonny, for very little happened by chance aboard the Forever.

      Not long after they had put the remains of Purcell in stasis, Pilot Ming Zhu became violently ill. Sonny had diagnosed her with food poisoning and placed her on a drip and bed rest. A couple of hours later, she was on life support. Her kidneys failed, then her liver, and he had lost his patient. Not his first. He had watched soldiers bleed out on the battlefield in New Guinea, but this was his first off-world. What stung him was that he felt guilty about Ming. A good practitioner would’ve begun writing a paper on it; instead, he had rifled through Ming’s possessions, found a bottle of baijiu and gotten drunk while hiding in an insulation cavity.

      Finally, there was Captain Detianne. Mae had found her clutching at a deep wound across her neck in the stowage cabin, and she had seen Dimi run from the scene. Now he was back, a maniac in a spacesuit beneath the flashing glow of the warning lights. Like a ghostly knight stalking the castle’s hallways.

      “Not another step, brother,” said Sonny as he raised the wrench. Mae ducked behind him. “I get it, you’ve had enough of us. I can’t say I blame you, but you’re going to let me tie you up and place you in a pod, or we’re going to leave you here to be incinerated.” Sonny eyed the rod. “I’m not sure if you’re religious… don’t think I ever asked, but may God, or whatever’s pulling the strings out there, have mercy on your soul.”

      “I should’ve known,” came the muffled voice of Dimi through the helmet. “She has you under her spell too. Did she make you kill Ming?”

      The fuck? Sonny was angered. He was a lot of things, but to insinuate he had killed Ming, he had gone too far.

      “Watch your tongue!” Sonny studied the bloodstains on the end of the metal rod Dimi held. “You killed the Captain, and now I guess Ming’s and Purcell’s deaths were no accident.” He raised the wrench. It was a threat he wasn’t sure he could follow through on, and while he might dent Dimi’s helmet or suit, it was unlikely to harm him.

      “Hit him,” said Mae.

      Sonny wanted to object. Yet, strangely, like it were his mother telling him to put his shoes away, he felt compelled to act on Mae’s instruction, and so he stepped forward.

      Dimi’s expression changed from threatening violence to shock. He lowered the metal pole. “Don’t… don’t listen to her,” he said.

      Sonny shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “But it’s her,” he pleaded.

      “First you blame me, and now Mae. She couldn’t squash a bug, let alone harm her idol.” Sonny squeezed the wrench handle.

      “She’s in your head too, isn’t she?” There was a rising anxiety in Dimi’s voice. He was having a breakdown, a space psychosis that only medication could treat.

      “Dr Johannsen,” nudged Mae. “Why are you waiting? Finish him.”

      Dimi offered his palm. “I did some bad things, but I didn’t want to…” his eyes shone through the Perspex “…it wasn’t me.”

      It was an absurd confession. “What are you saying? That you’re possessed?”

      “Not me,” he said. His eyes shifted to Mae. “Her!”

      Sonny grinned wryly at Mae. She didn’t acknowledge the humour in it, but raised an eyebrow.

      The klaxons paused, and the ship’s grandmotherly AI tone echoed across the room. “Warning. The geological structure on Ares has reached a critical state. All crew members are in imminent danger. Make your way immediately to the escape pods in the stowage cabin and prepare to exit the ship.”

      “I’m in charge now,” said Mae. “Kill him. That’s an order.”

      Something wasn’t right. Sonny wanted to tell her to wait, to let him think it over more, and then he felt a blow to his hip. Air whooshed from his lungs, while the back of his head smacked against the round steel door of an escape pod. He tumbled onto the hard floor, and the wrench fell from his grip. When he looked up, Dimi pressed down on him. His gloves squeezed his throat.

      Sonny’s vision blurred, and the back of his skull ached. His right hand searched for the wrench on the cold floor. Panic drove his movements as his neck was crushed in the vice-like grip. The space helmet was inches from his face. Dimi’s jaw clenched behind a smattering of condensation.

      He sensed Mae was there too, probably standing and blinking helplessly. Help! His strength faltered as he gasped for air. Where’s the god-damn wrench? He reached once more, and then the wrench slid into his hand. Thank Christ.

      He swung the metal tool into the side of his attacker’s helmet. Dimi’s head shook, saliva splattered across the visor, but his hands only tightened around Sonny’s neck. The medic felt faint, as if he were falling through the ship’s hull.

      This was what death felt like; this was what he had sought ever since he lost Haley, and yet he didn’t want it. Not this way, at least. He glared back at his executioner and noticed a pair of slim hands wrap around his helmet. They tugged at the casing until it popped from Dimi’s head. With his skull exposed, Sonny heaved the wrench again. It was an ugly swing—but it struck his temple and, like hitting the power switch, Dimi collapsed.

      The pressure released. Sonny bellowed for breath as the heavy body rolled off him. He wasn’t sure if Dimi was unconscious or dead, and he didn’t care. At any moment, Ares was going to explode, and their only hope of survival was to get the hell away via an escape pod.

      “You go first,” said Mae.

      Sonny nodded and rose. Ignoring his sore head and dizziness, he stepped over Dimi and moved to Pod A. Mae joined him and tapped away on a control panel beside the pod’s door, before the door rolled open.

      “You know,” said Sonny, “I always thought you were nothing more than a bootlicker, but you did good.”

      She didn’t react to the backhanded compliment and simply replied, “See you on the other side.”

      “And you?” he asked.

      “Protocol is to keep weight down if possible. It’s best if we go separately. I’ll use Pod C.”

      “Right…” he paused. Thank you, crossed his mind. He owed her that, at least. “I guess I’ll see you back home… or in hell.”

      With that farewell, he crawled into the tiny emergency vessel. It could barely fit a child, let alone its supposed capacity of two adults. Sonny cursed as he shifted around in the tight surrounds. He finally sat back in the cushioned seat and fixed the face apparatus on. The interior lit up, and an AI voiced a string of soothing instructions. He followed them, then gave the thumbs up to his lifesaver outside, and the door closed with a puff of air.

      He watched the wraith-like executive officer through the porthole. The door to Pod C opened, but instead of climbing into it, she moved back to his pod and squatted outside the door. She appeared unwell in the red glow of the cabin, her skin sickly pale. She glared at him through the porthole, and that made him feel helpless.

      What’s she doing? Sonny flicked his wrist at her. “There’s no time for farewells, just go.”

      A piercing wind struck Sonny’s ear, and anaesthesia filled his mask. He recalled going through this routine at the training facility back on Earth. He had never thought he would have to do it in reality.

      Still she stared at him through the pod’s round window. Sonny squirmed as his heart rate slowed and a coldness stroked his body. He tried to raise his thumb again to show everything was working, but movement became hard.

      The AI spoke again. “Pod A will eject in 10 seconds… 9 seconds… 8 seconds…” Mae still watched him. Have it your way. Sonny leaned back into the padded seat and closed his eyes.

      “7 seconds…” The countdown paused. “Ejection suspended.”

      What? That’s not meant to happen.

      He glanced back out the porthole. Mae’s nose pressed up against the glass with her mouth wide open, and her eyes rolled back in ecstasy.

      Huh?

      A claustrophobic panic came over Sonny. The realisation that one was cornered and there’s nothing you can do about it. Trapped in the Forever, trapped in the pod, and trapped in his body. Only his mind worked, and even that was weakening from the drugs that would soon put his body into a stasis coma.

      Brother in Christ, Dimi was right. She’s messing with my head. She hasn’t been the same since she came back from that rock.

      “Press Enter to shut down the pod,” said the AI.

      He tried to move, first to stop the pod from being shut down, and then to kick at his deceiver’s face through the door, but his body no longer obeyed him.

      I was blindsided. It was her all the time… and yet, not her, but something within her, some alien thing from that black rock.

      Pieces of the puzzle were falling into place. He remembered Detianne reporting that Mae had fainted out there, and that she had refused an examination when she had returned to the ship. A good doctor would have demanded that she undertake it as part of protocol. Doubt swirled around Sonny’s misty head. It was frightening to battle one demon, let alone confront one’s own.

      A shadow fell across Mae, and she blinked in rapid succession as a pair of white gloves snared her and then flung her across the cabin. Dimi’s head reappeared through the porthole; sweat dripped from it. One glove came off, and he slapped at the door panel.

      The AI resumed. “6 seconds… 5 seconds…”

      Before Sonny could breathe with relief, Dimi gripped his head and squinted in pain. His forehead broke out in creases. “4 seconds…” He went into a spasm, the veins on the side of his face bulged, and with a final shake, his head exploded in an arc of flesh and bone. Blood and brains splashed across the pod’s window. “3 seconds…”

      Dimi! Sonny tried to call out, but he could no longer part his lips.

      “2 seconds…”

      A foggy impression of Mae emerged again in the porthole. This time Sonny sensed her pressing her way into his head.

      No… get the fuck out!

      “1 second…”

      An almighty punch struck Sonny’s kidneys as the thrust kicked in and the pod blasted backwards. With that, he was jettisoned into the icy blackness of deep space. Leaving behind the remains of his crew, and whatever had possessed Mae.
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      The frigid, salty water chopped and shoved, gushed and tossed. One hectic barrage followed another. Sonny’s lungs almost burst. He kicked with his legs and ascended. When he surfaced, he spat the salt from his mouth and embraced the sunlight, actual sunlight!

      “Help,” he screamed at the sun.

      He was dunked again, and the washing cycle started over. This time, his legs tired and the fight faded. His arms fell back, and he went with the flow, letting the currents rock him to sleep, like he was back in the pod.

      Then something yanked him. A force more powerful than the ocean, like a god was shaking Sonny from his slumber and pulling him to the heavens. He opened his eyes, and he thought he saw Dimi floating in his spacesuit. He shook his head, saw bubbles, and finally felt the sun’s warmth again. The brightness was blinding, while wet sand dragged beneath him and he spewed up seawater.

      He dared not look up at the angel who had rescued him, knowing that he would confess his crimes. For it seemed only moments had passed since he had watched Dimi die.

      “I did it,” he blurted. “I could’ve saved him. I should’ve saved them all. Dimi and Ming, even Purcell and the Captain. They’d all be alive if I’d done my job properly.”

      There was no answer from the ferryman, who continued to drag him by the collar of his khaki spaceship overalls. He no longer felt the wash of water, but a chilly dampness. The luminous glare subsided, and the world around formed.

      Sonny made out the grey of an angry sea, which was mirrored above by a darker sky, and a long white beach which trailed off into the distance.

      “This isn’t heaven… or hell. It’s home!” It all started to make sense. The final moments on the Forever, the pod, the ocean, and now being dragged ashore. The escape pod was designed to return to Earth and land in the sea, where he would be rescued via mission control.

      “Hey!” he said to his rescuer.

      The man huffed in response and continued to drag him up the beach and towards a wall of trees that met the sand. Beyond the trees was a stone tower rising a dozen storeys high, if not more.

      Sonny sighed with relief. The escape pod had successfully delivered him back home. Where? He didn’t know. He had been at the mercy of algorithms and binary code, not to mention likely changes in velocity and course when Ares had exploded. But he didn’t care; he was home. He knew the sun, like a child knows his mother’s face. He embraced its warmth, as well as the rumble of the ocean, the caw of a seabird, and even the stench of seaweed.

      Finally, his lifesaver stopped and tipped him onto the dry sand.

      “Stay there,” said a deep voice, with a drawling accent that Sonny couldn’t place.

      He pushed himself up and faced the sea—absorbed in the vast view. Space was vaster, but aboard the Forever was like living in an elevator. For a man who was content to die billions of miles away, he sure felt relieved to be alive and back home. There was something in that, but before he could grasp what it meant, Dimi’s violent death came to him again and the elation disappeared.

      A leather pouch poked at his nose. “Drink,” said the man. The top of the pouch touched Sonny’s lips. At first he resisted, but as soon as a drop of water touched his tongue, he relented and swallowed. He drank violently until he choked and almost threw it back up.

      Finally, he waved the pouch away and glanced up at his saviour. He was a giant of a man, built like a rugby player, with broad shoulders and thick arms. He had a light brown goatee on his square jaw, and his head was awash with a mop of yellow hair. His simple white shirt and brown canvas pants spoke of the country. He was also younger than Sonny’s thirty-something years, probably still in his twenties.

      “Aye, in the name of Isa, me never seen nothing like it,” he said.

      “Well, that makes two of us,” said Sonny, the words scratched at his throat. He tried to get his bearings as the big fella moved around him and blocked out the sun and the ocean.

      “Me name’s Meechy. Meechy of Palwyn.”

      “Meechy of Palwyn? What kind of name is that?” said Sonny. The man went to reply, but Sonny continued, “Forget it. Tell me where I am?” The questions came out of him like they had been ground between rocks, but he had no time for small talk. He had to contact mission control to tell them what had happened aboard the Forever. Not that he had pieced it all together. Something had possessed the Executive Officer, Mae, then all hell had broken loose, and now they were all dead. At least he assumed they were all dead.

      “This here is Raven’s Beach.” Meechy pointed. “That tower over yonder is the Sea Apostle, and half a day’s walk that way is Palwyn.” He spoke with the exuberance of a kid finding a new friend.

      Sonny peered toward the tower called the Sea Apostle. It was not unlike a lighthouse, with a base that narrowed as it climbed high into the sky. Attached to the dark stone were red-painted gothic awnings, and at the pinnacle was a black spire. It was unlike anything he had seen before.

      I’m not going to get much out of this bumpkin. Sonny sighed and tried again. “I don’t care where your village is, I just need to know where the hell I am. Hey, can I use your phone?”

      The big man stroked his beard and pondered the request.

      While waiting for an answer, Sonny unzipped the front of his wet overalls, pulled out his arms and rolled down the top to his waist before tying the arms up. His bare chest was cold, but it was better than being wrapped in damp clothes.

      Meechy still hadn’t replied.

      “Christ, it’s not that hard! I just need your phone.”

      The big man turned on Sonny, not in anger, but as if he was hurt. “If you want to be rude, me can throw you back in with the fish,” he huffed. He picked up a wooden fishing-rod off the sand and turned to leave.

      Ahh, shit. There you go again, Dr Johanssen, all the bedside manner of Ebenezer Scrooge, and towards this poor fella who saved your life.

      “Okay… I’m sorry…” said Sonny as he stood up. The world wobbled; he felt light-headed, and his legs weakened.

      Meechy dropped the rod, threw a hand out, and stopped him from falling.

      “I’m alright,” snapped Sonny. He corrected himself, drew a long breath, and when it was expelled, he tried again. “Let’s start over. I’m Sonny. I’m an astronaut.” Meechy stared quizzically at him. “You know the international space program? Forever was my ship. We were…” It’s not helping. I may as well be speaking Klingon. “You know what? It doesn’t matter. You saved my life, and for that, I’m grateful, Meechy of Palwyn.”

      The giant’s snout twitched, and Sonny could see the cogs beginning to move inside that large and most likely empty head. He then wrapped his enormous arms around Sonny and squeezed him.

      Sonny wrestled to get out of the vice-like grip. “Okay, that’s enough.” The last person to hug him, like really hug him, was Haley. Almost ten years ago… no, more, given it would have taken the pod the better part of four years to make it back to Earth.

      Meechy stepped back and grinned. “Aye, space, did you say? A ship? Bless me mother Isa and her clever son Eprath! I plucked me an ancient spaceman from the sea!”

      Heaven help me. I knew it was grim back here, but has a virus eaten away everyone’s brains? Sonny scratched his temple while Meechy flapped his arms. Hmm, depending on the level of impact Ares exploding had on the escape pod’s trajectory, I may have been in stasis for longer than four years.

      “Meechy,” said Sonny with sternness, trying to bring the fisherman back to Earth. “What year is this?”

      “Year?” He seemed even more puzzled.

      Sonny bit down. Is he playing with me?

      Meechy stroked his goatee again. “Why, it’s 224 years since Isa walked across the Ghost Lands and broke the soil of Aurora.”

      Sonny gritted his teeth like he was passing a piece of space rock. This is hopeless.

      “Ahh… but you mean Bedlam Time, don’t you? I’m not great with numbers, but when me was short, Pa once said it was the year 3077 in the old time. He was no educated man, but he could count.”

      “3077?” Sonny spun until he faced the beach. “That can’t be right. It would mean over a thousand years have passed?” He stalked down the sand toward the water. The lost astronaut searched for something that might anchor him back to the mid-21st century. Something that would confirm to him that this imbecile and his father couldn’t explain the rising of the sun, let alone what year it was. Yet, his gut told him that something had gone badly wrong, that the escape pod had malfunctioned, and its navigation had been impacted either by the explosion of Ares or by Mae’s sabotage. Mae!

      Sonny looked back at Meechy. “If this really is the year 3000 and something, how come all I see is a stone tower and a peasant? Where’s… everything?” His chest hurt, and not because of all he had lost, but because he was lost.

      Meechy was unmoved by the insult and the theatrics and instead expressed a gentle smile such as one would greet a long-lost friend with. “I found me a space traveller. Sonny the Traveller.” He cupped a hand over his forehead and searched the sky. “Space is a long way away, you must’ve travelled far.”

      Far? Suddenly, the light from above was heavy, strong enough to bend Sonny’s back and push him back onto the sand. The weight of the distance and time climbed atop him. He pictured his mother who was his greatest critic, and his brother who always needed something from him, then there were his drinking buddies—their names he could no longer grasp—but their red faces were clear, and there was Haley… he had never felt so alone when he lost her, until now, that was. There was also Dimi, and Detianne, and Mae. They were alive in what felt like only hours ago, but in reality, it was likely hundreds of years. They were now nothing more than cosmic dust, and he was to blame.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Salome

      

      

      “Take the hood off,” commanded the Lord of Denbeak to Salome, while his pink, lumpy body lay sprawled across the bed. A breeze through an open window stirred the wispy tufts of hair across his chest, and the putrid scent of sweat wafted off him as she jerked back and forth atop him.

      He was a disappointment for a supposedly hardened knight to King Charlemagne. Instead of being forged in the battles of war, he had clearly been spoilt on the plundering that followed. Though, to be fair, he was also an old man, perhaps double Salome’s eighteen years.

      Salome put her misgivings aside and tried to enjoy the moment. Riding him with the same ruthlessness she would a stolen horse. Commanding the heavy breathing and heaving beast at every turn. Slapping his hind legs when he didn’t do as told. Continually reminding him that there was to be no touching.

      Upon her head, she wore a silver mask in the shape of a raven’s head. The raven hood, as it was called, was not part of Salome’s act. Its purpose was like the animal intestines wrapped around his stubby little cock—protection, but not for her.

      The powerful and elite of Aurora acted so strong and righteous, and yet the face of a petite, black daemon girl put the terror of God in them. That she liked, though she hated the hood.

      “Are you sure, boss?” she asked, her hips thrust. A line of ecstasy coursed up her spine. She didn’t want to stop. She finally sensed pleasure.

      “Yes,” he wailed, as sweat beaded across his pudgy head. “Take the mask off, give me a closer look at your vileness.”

      Salome sat back. The shift in weight made him flex, and he was on the verge of exploding. Hold on, you selfish fuck.

      “As my lord commands,” said Salome, and she reached around the back of her head and pulled the strap of the mask free. The raven hood dropped to the side of the creaking bed. She turned her face away, teasing him, getting a further rise from him.

      “Show me your face, daemon. Let me see those red devil eyes and your vulgar little mouth.”

      Ugh, he should leave the dirty talk to me.

      Salome turned, her midnight skin glistening under a thin layer of sweat. Her fuzzy, fire-red hair spread out across her head and shook with each movement. She opened her mouth, careful not to unleash the curse, just enough to provoke him. It did, but instead of reacting with fear, he gave a dopey grin.

      Lord Dunning twitched, and his eyes rolled back. His body tensed, and he let out a whimper, like a little boy calling for his nanny. Salome’s euphoria evaporated with it. She had little time to lament her loss as the heavy man rolled to his side and bounced her off the bed. She landed like a cat on the hard timber floor.

      “Put the hood back on, daemon,” he said.

      You can put it on your own fucking head. Salome left the raven hood where it was and crawled across the floor, embracing its coolness, while she gathered up her clothes. She stood up and slipped into her black trousers and her grey and red cloak.

      Dunning opened a drawer in the table beside the bed and pulled out a pouch that jingled.

      “I’ve had better,” he said, his lips making a sucking sound with each word. “But I’m an honest man. Two drams it is.”

      Oh, what an honest man you are. Were you as fucking generous many moons ago when you helped kidnap my parents and left me to die in a ditch?

      Two silver coins bounced and rolled on the floor.

      “There, and didn’t I tell you to put the hood back on? I don’t trust your kind, even one as scrawny as you.”

      Salome left the coins and gazed out the window and down onto the street below. The late-morning light was grey, as rain bounced off the wooden eaves and muddy puddles formed across the main road of Denbeak. There was the bellow of an ox and the rattle of a cart. While a couple of boys wrestled under the eaves of the blacksmith’s shop opposite.

      Two drams is what I asked for, but I was always here for much more. And now that an orgasm is out of the question, it’s time to take what I really want.

      Salome sighed as she slipped her feet into her scuffed leather boots and walked back over to the mayor. He raised his bushy eyebrows at her.

      “Your kind are harder to get rid of than the rats that infest this blighted town. Put the mask on before I get my whip!” Dunning nodded to a leather belt curled up on the table beside the bed.

      Salome arched back and folded her arms. He didn’t intimidate her. No one did. Aunty Merihem had called it the insolence of the young… cockiness. Salome called it what her people lacked, but all the vans like Dunning had in abundance… confidence.

      “I forgot to mention that my rates are variable. You see, we agreed on two drams, which I guess is half what you pay the locals for a quick fuck, and believe me, quick is an understatement. No one could call the Lord of Denbeak inefficient, but the price was always more than what’s in your purse.” She watched the smugness that he wore like a jewelled necklace crumble, and his chins folded in on each other.

      Dunning’s heavy feet hit the floor, and he pushed himself off the bed with an audible grumble. His gut shifted to his chest, and he stood over Salome like one of those hairless bears that lived in the radioactive rubble of Maliphar City. By every dimension, he was larger than she was. He could fall on her, and that would be her end.

      “Don’t threaten me, despicable devil whore! You should thank the ravens that I didn’t strike you down when you knocked on my door. A gentleman I am, but I don’t suffer infidels. The sooner young Charlemagne purges you creatures from Aurora, the better. Now…” Dunning raised a fat finger, and his eyes shifted from Salome to his whip. “Leave before I whip that stupid smirk off your hideous face.”

      Salome couldn’t stop grinning. She loved this part. The part where she opened her mouth, not to radiate and burn him, but simply to tease. After all, she could have melted his insides before he moved an inch. But men don’t listen to reason. They think with their little prick, or their ego—their big prick, and Dunning was well endowed with the latter.

      He turned and reached for his whip.

      Salome closed her mouth. She didn’t need the daemon curse to deal with him. Burning him would be an act of kindness to one of the bastards who had kidnapped and murdered her parents. No, she wanted to see blood, to make him bleed.

      The belt unravelled, and he cracked it against the floorboards. Salome reacted by snatching a small knife from the side of her boot, and in a singular motion rolled towards him and sliced the back of his flabby heels.

      The Lord of Denbeak fell like a tree. If there was danger to Salome, it was no longer the whip, but his falling body. She rolled back and away and felt the floor vibrate as he crashed down. She leapt up and with a hop and skip, sidestepped Dunning’s naked body and snatched the coin pouch from the table, letting it rattle in his ear.

      “You… bitch,” he moaned as he clutched his bleeding legs. His cheeks glowed red with rage and pain.

      Another one down.

      Dunning blabbered nonsense, the incoherent ramblings of a man bleeding out, until his words formed a name. “Azerbahn!” he bellowed.

      Azerbahn?

      Salome faced the bedroom door, waiting for whoever this Azerbahn was to come charging in. It was probably his steward or a guard. She cursed herself for underestimating this buffoon.

      But the door didn’t open.

      “Azerbahn!” Dunning screamed again.

      Still nothing, and Salome relaxed.

      “If a fat van falls in his chambers, and there’s no one around to hear him, does he even matter?” asked Salome to a whimper. Now it was time for her to explain to him why she was there. Why the past had come back to exact its revenge. Why daemons should never be fucked with!

      “You don’t remember me, but I remember⁠—”

      “Azer!” interrupted Dunning with another feeble shout.

      This one triggered a wild frenzy of scratching, and then the doors of a closet at the far end of the chamber flung open. A slobbering, ashen woolly beast burst from it. Its coat puffed outwards until it was almost Salome’s size, and then it snarled, flashing long fangs that hung over its bottom jaw.

      For the first time that morning, Salome’s heart raced. She backed away towards the open window, careful not to avert her gaze from the bitch’s dark eyes and wet, black snout. She had never been this close to a Velvyn hunting dog before, but their savage reputation was well known. They fed on fear and were used by nobles to hunt game, escaped prisoners, and daemons.

      She continued backing off, taking care not to look away from the beast. The hound paced with her, emulating her steps. Its snout prodded the air, no doubt smelling the remnants of sex, blood, and the isotopic scent of a daemon.

      “Good girl,” whispered Salome as she closed in on the window.

      “Sic her,” whimpered Dunning.

      “Shut up!” Salome kicked towards him.

      It was a reflex action and a mistake. The hound growled and leapt forward. Inferno! Salome also leapt, twisting in the air and attempting to somersault through the open window. She felt a warm nuzzle and then a bite against the back of her calf as she dived through the opening and planted her shoulder on the wooden landing outside. She tumbled awkwardly before leaping back to her feet. Her heart pounded, her hands became sticky, and her leg stung.

      There was no time to assess the bite. The wild dog followed her through the window, a yellow string of slobber hanging from its jaw as it weighed up how it would eat her.

      Salome scurried to the end of the landing, where she embraced the handrail and peered over at the drop to the muddy street below. Cradle me, Inferno.

      The hound snarled as Salome hauled herself over and dropped. The world zipped up beside her before it caught her in its muddy grip. She landed on her side and rolled. Her shoulders and chest ached, and she swallowed a cry that had worked its way up her throat.

      Around her glared the locals. An old woman wearing a scarf and clutching a wooden bucket. A young man with a crooked scar across his cheek who pointed at Salome with his only arm, and dirty-faced boys who gawked in astonishment, all while the rabid hound still howled from above.

      “Is anyone going to help a poor little daemon girl?” she asked.

      There was an eerie silence as the townsfolk tried to understand the meaning of it all. Slowly, their grim faces shifted from concern to horror when they finally understood that a fox had fallen from the sky and into their hen house.

      “Guards!” they screamed in unison.
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      The holler for town guards was like the blast of a hunting horn. Salome bit down on her bottom lip to stifle the pain in her leg before she burst through the crowd of voyeurs and away from the hound barking madly above. She dashed down the main street of Denbeak through the mud and ox shit. She need not worry about the town folk; they cleared the way like she was coughing up the pox.

      Until a stocky man stepped out in front of her, wearing a leather chest guard with Denbeak’s insignia of an oak tree. He shuffled side-to-side to block her way. Fool. She could have radiated him where he stood. Then she thought of how Aunty Merihem would have scolded her for such unnecessary violence.

      She stepped around the bewildered guard, who hadn’t even the temerity to raise his pike, and footed it towards the stone wall that encircled the miserable town of Denbeak.

      The high she felt from the chase was offset by the disappointment that she had not put Lord Dunning to the flame. Maybe he would have bled out on the floor of his bedroom, but she wouldn’t scratch his name off her list, not until she knew he was dead.

      With her lungs heaving, she made it to the stone wall at the end of the town and grabbed at the edge of a mossy rock. Gripping it, she used it for leverage, surveying the rest of the wall for crevices and anchor points as she climbed.

      Her right foot got caught on something, and she looked down to see the face of the stocky guard. Her foot captured in his stubby little hands.

      “You’ve found your balls!” she said.

      Another sentry shouted and loped down the main street towards them with his pike bouncing in the air. Denbeak was closing in on Salome. She kicked at the guard below her, but he held on and pulled her foot. She slid back down the wall, landing between it and the guard who had tumbled onto his backside.

      “You’re coming with me or else,” he spat as he rolled on the ground.

      “Nope, not today,” she said. She opened her mouth. Her cheeks flushed as warmth embraced her body, from her chest up through her neck, before it washed against the back of her tongue. The guard scrambled away on all fours. An intense heat passed her lips, and the hot, radiated breath lashed him. He tried to stop the heat with his hands, but his pink palms yellowed and blistered. What was visible was gruesome, but what was going on beneath his pale flesh was much worse. He was burning from the inside out. Finally, the skin on his face bubbled and popped, and he howled death’s soliloquy. A symphony to Salome’s ears, and a bloodcurdling siren for others.

      She wanted to watch her handiwork longer. To watch the curse work its way through this stubborn fucker. She never tired of it, though the side effects would give her headaches and leave her drained for the rest of the day. However, the other guard was coming, though he lacked the enthusiasm he had moments before.

      She turned back to the wall and began scaling it again. There were more shouts coming from behind her, and the sudden whoosh of an arrow skirted her ear, digging into the mortar by her right hand. Then, a second arrow bounced off the wall above her head. She climbed with frenzied desperation until she gripped the top of the wall and heaved herself over. The fall wasn’t elegant, but landing on her arse in a pit of pig shit was better than an arrow in the back of the skull.

      She felt high. Jubilation, in fact. A strike against the evil empire that had invaded their lands and murdered her people. Blood had been spilled, coins stolen, and at least one van had been delivered to the fire pits of the afterlife.

      That’s for you, Ma and Da. Then she tried to picture her parents, and all she could see was a fuzzy outline. The joy of the moment fell away when she realised no revenge would ever return what was stolen from her.

      A bell chimed, and a chorus of hounds hollered. She was not safe yet. There was no time to be sentimental. She gritted her teeth at the pain in her leg, leapt up, and ran once more.
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      A dusty breeze raced across the camp, whipping mini-whirlwinds of sand and dirt into the dry air. Above, flat, fruitless clouds mirrored the sparse terrain that ringed the building site. A site in the middle of the Ghost Lands where only stunted trees, prickly bushes, and venomous reptiles survived.

      Arbiter Benoit of Ithlar, dressed in his beige robe, and his last strands of hair fluttering atop his balding head, marched across the work-site. It had been his home for the last two years and he detested it. His only comfort was that a little over two hundred years before, Isa had made her way from the Ghost Lands and sowed the seeds for the civilisation of Aurora. He could almost believe he was following her pious footsteps. Almost.

      Near the Arbiter, a frenzy of workers hollered and pounded away on rocks with their hammers as they scaled a tall stone tower. The Ghost Apostle, as it was called, was the fifth and final Apostle tower built by the Conclave. The towers marked every corner of the kingdom. It was a magnificent achievement for the Church, though Benoit would be pleased never to see one again.

      There was a shout by the wooden gates that surrounded the compound, and a cloud of dirt chased two unexpected visitors riding towards the camp. Their black steel shone morbidly in the late morning light. Their horses, also clad in black armour, galloped with a hesitancy that made it clear that they too detested this god-awful place.

      “Knights of the Blood Cross,” Benoit muttered to himself. “And by the markings on their helms, they’re from the Basilica. Perhaps they’ve come to rescue me from this insufferable hole.”

      The Arbiter squeezed tightly on an ancient silver coin that he had found on the shores of Loch Velvyn when he was a lowly acolyte. It wasn’t lucky, but it grounded him. Kept him sane when madness broke out around him. A scholar from Jericho once told him that the coin was an artefact from Bedlam. An era when broken men prayed to machines instead of God.

      Little remained of Bedlam, not unless one was to venture into Maliphar, the City of the Dead, north of Aurora, and those who had found certain death.

      Benoit stepped down an embankment beneath the Tower. He had one eye on the two dark figures riding towards the gate, and the other on Cleric Njara shuffling towards him.

      “Arbiter,” said Njara. “Two knights are coming.”

      “Thank you for your keen observation, cleric, for without your eyes, I would not see the glaringly obvious.” Isa, have mercy on me.

      Part of him regretted admonishing Njara. He had done a lot of it recently, and was at risk of breaking the dithering fool.

      “Sur Talis!” Benoit shouted above the breaking of stone and towards a lone man sitting under the shade of an olive tree. “Open the gate.”

      Sur Talis, half dressed in a singlet and an undergarment, ambled to the wooden stake fence that surrounded the encampment. He unlatched the gate and dragged it open to reveal the view of bare plains, alien rock formations, and in the distance the peaks of the Lords Embrace—a mountain range that formed the border between the states of Aurora and the inhospitable Ghost Lands.

      The Blood Knights and their destriers cantered through the open gate. Once safely inside, one yelled. “Arbiter Benoit?”

      “If only they had your impeccable vision,” said Benoit to Njara. He waved to the knights.

      They nodded back and dismounted, handing the reins of their horses to Sur Talis and his squire. The smaller of the two knights pulled a runt of a man off his horse and then dragged him over to Benoit and Njara. Their black armour clanked with every step.

      The prisoner was dropped at the Arbiter’s feet. He was a rat-faced peasant, with grey whiskers and purple bruising around his protruding eyes. He gazed up at the Arbiter and pleaded for clemency. A younger Benoit would’ve taken a second look at this wretched soul, maybe even offered him water, but one doesn’t make it to the highest rungs of the Conclave by showing mercy. Heretics abound, and ravens watch on, and besides, he had done much worse than ignore the pleas of a starving man.

      In contrast, there was a cleanliness to the knights that defied the dusty surroundings. The red crosses on their chest plates were as clear as the day they were painted on. The taller knight removed his black helm. He was an imposing figure, as most of the Blood Knights were.

      Surely, they haven’t travelled all this way just to deliver me this peasant. Or can I dare pray they’re here to rescue me from purgatory? Benoit squeezed the coin.

      The tall knight, his face reddened, bent one leg and bowed. He licked his lips. “I am Sur Alaster. This is Sur Ken. We found this vermin loitering not far beyond the walls of the Ghost Apostle. No doubt another heretic in need of reformation.”

      Benoit slipped the coin into a pouch on his robe and clasped his hands together.

      “Thank you, Sur Alaster and Sur Ken. It warms my heart that men of your ilk have travelled hundreds of miles to capture this rancid little fellow. For without your assistance he would have slipped into the encampment and laid such a stench with his foul smell that he would’ve knocked us over with it and then proceeded to steal the stones from the Apostle.”

      Sur Alaster went cross-eyed and looked to his shorter companion for support.

      Benoit sighed. You poor, simple fools. And like a horse turning in a stall, the ironclad representatives from the Basilica finally understood.

      “Ah, you jest, Arbiter. The Ecclesiarch mentioned you had a wicked tongue,” said Sur Alaster. He forced an awkward smile, and Benoit repented his insolence, for few knights enjoyed being mocked and most only knew how to reply with violence.

      The Ecclesiarch, he says. How the mention of her title made his cheeks burn with fury. By all rights, he should have been the Ecclesiarch, and at one time, he was next in line to become second-in-charge to the Holy Father himself, Father Nunez. But she had come from nowhere, this wild enigma called Bordan, and within a year of weaselling her way into the politics of the Basilica, she had been appointed successor to the heretic Ecclesiarch Jaymes.

      Benoit had carried his resentment for four years and counting. While he refused to let it impede him from serving the Lord and the Holy Father, it smouldered inside him, and the mere mention of her fanned it back to a fuming furnace.

      The Arbiter gritted his jaw and flicked a finger at the pitiful man. “Sur Talis, take this wretch away and in the name of Eprath, get some water for our visitors! Can’t you see they’re parched?” He peered back at the knights. “Now tell me, what really brings you to the Ghost Apostle?”

      Sur Alaster straightened, but before he could recite his message, the peasant grabbed at Benoit’s feet. “Please, mister, I meant no ‘arm. I was only huntin’ food for me family.”

      Sur Talis seized the remnants of the peasant’s grubby garb and pulled him from the Arbiter. “Stay down, dog,” he said. He booted him in the ribs and then dragged him away. A line marked his trajectory in the sand.

      “No need to batter the poor fellow,” said Benoit, and he shook his head. “You were about to say, Sur Alaster?”

      “His Holiness Father Nunez has requested your immediate return to the Basilica. Cleric Njara is to manage the completion of the Ghost Apostle. We’ve been charged with escorting you safely back.”

      Benoit couldn’t hide his joy. If his old knees didn’t pain him so much, he would’ve leapt around and danced a jig. Tears formed at the edge of his eyes as he fought back a grin, while his mind bounced to the beat of the hammer and his ambitions. The Arbiter was lost but now found.

      By the Laws of Casiphar, imagine travelling all that way to deliver a message a legless pigeon could carry in a day. Yet, it’s the most marvellous news. Father Nunez needs me.

      “Well, it seems my work here is done,” said Benoit. He smirked toward the tower, where a brave, or more likely stupid, soul hung by a rope to lay a slather of mortar before positioning a stone into place. A bearded man balanced above him on a timber beam and shouted directions in a thick Velvyn accent.

      The Apostles were the mad idea of Ecclesiarch Bordan. To inspire the people, she had told him. The four completed Apostles were used for reformation and punishment. If fear were inspired, then so be it. He didn’t care for the Ecclesiarch, but he had less time for heretics, daemons, and the other ungodly creatures that desecrated the holy land of Aurora.

      Besides, he didn’t object to the purpose of the Apostles, nor the menacing shadow they cast upon the land. No, he only disliked them because they were Bordan’s idea.

      “But the Apostle is not complete,” protested Njara.

      His sight may defy his age, but he’s as deaf as a decapitated wood duck.

      “Did you not hear, Cleric Njara? You’ve been promoted.” Ha! Promotion can be such a cruel term. “You’re now responsible for finishing the Ghost Apostle.” Benoit continued to admire the tower. When he had arrived, they hadn’t even laid the foundations, and now it soared above them, close to completion. “Don’t screw it up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Benoit

      

      

      The carriage squeaked and rattled, bounced and bumped, and when it slowed, it whined like timber bending to the point of snapping. Benoit had grown irritated with its dark confines. He could hardly be blamed after sitting in the black wooden carriage for nigh on two days. His only escape from the coffin on wheels was an overnight stay at a crowded, bug-infested roadside inn.

      Not that Benoit had issues with being with common folk, for the Conclave was built on the sweat and admiration of those people, but sleeping beside them was a torture of the type even he could not condone. But those misgivings were a mere quibble in the grand scheme of things, and schemes were where Benoit’s mind was at.

      For it wouldn’t be long, and he would be back at his beloved Basilica. God’s refuge amidst the rugged South Anwyn landscape of mountains, forests, and swamps. The Lord’s greatest creation in Aurora was the Basilica. A grand, dark stone building that railed against the landscape with great spires and imposing arched windows. Within it were grand halls and rooms, and the largest cathedral in the world. Benoit promised himself that he would use his time back there wisely.

      Shouting intruded on his plotting, and the carriage came to a screeching halt. Sur Alaster’s nasally tone beckoned for Acolyte Fendez, who was steering the carriage, to keep watch. Benoit slid open the wooden shutter, and the afternoon light streamed into his gloomy hovel.

      When his eyes adjusted, he made out Sur Alaster and Sur Ken atop their destriers and disappearing into the adjacent marshland. By their cursing and chaotic speed, he extrapolated that they were chasing someone, or something. Thus leaving the Arbiter and Fendez all alone on the road.

      No, no, no! This is foolish.

      “Alaster! Ken!” yelled Benoit through the carriage window. It was too late; the knights had bolted and could no longer be seen let alone reached via instruction.

      A whiskery face poked down from the top of the carriage. “They went chasing a kid who was chucking stones at us. One nearly hit me in the head, and another got Sur Alaster square on the side of his helmet,” said Fendez.

      “Why did they both go?” asked Benoit.

      “Well—”

      “I’ll tell you, because they have the combined intelligence of a maggot. That’s why. It was obviously the child’s will to get them to chase him, and now we’re sitting here like wingless albatrosses!”

      The Arbiter repented his harsh rebuke of the lowly acolyte, whose expertise on these matters went no further than running a stable and scooping up horseshit.

      I’ve a bad feeling about this.

      Benoit rubbed his thumb over the smooth edge of his coin and looked around at the bare interior of the carriage. His trunk sat across from him. It was filled with clothes and books, but nothing that could be used in the name of defence.

      Unsurprisingly, he heard the scatter of footsteps outside and then the gibberish taunts of what could only be one thing. Bandits!

      Benoit considered shutting the wood panel and hiding in the cabin’s darkness, but it would only be a temporary respite before he’d be found. No, without the Blood Knights’ protection, the devil would have to be confronted with the only weapon he wielded. He sighed. In the name of Isa, please give me the strength to speak sense to these infidels so that they can see the wrong in their ways, and above all… please don’t let them slit my throat!

      The Arbiter pushed at the door of the carriage and climbed out. He counted the grubby-faced scoundrels that circled them. 1, 2, 3… and 4. And I guess the fifth one is running through the marshes and leading Sur Alaster and Sur Ken on a wild chase.

      Before Benoit had two feet on the dirt road, he was collared and thrown onto a patch of wild grass by the roadside. The wind rushed out of him as he landed on his arse, but that didn’t hurt nearly as much as his pride.

      “Don’t ya move or we’ll slice ya!” said a hunched bandit with a gravelly voice standing atop the carriage.

      “Do you know who I am?” protested Benoit. She ignored him and threw the equally shocked, and altogether more useless, Fendez from the driver’s seat and onto the grass beside him.

      “I am Benoit of Ithlar, an Arbiter of the Conclave and on important business for the Holy Father.”

      “Are you wearin’ any jewellery?” interrupted a stumpy member of the bandit entourage.

      Benoit slipped the coin into a secret pocket sewn into his robe.

      “We are men of God, not earls or barons. Our jewels are the word of the Lord.”

      “Ha, I can’t feed me child’s belly with words, they ain’t worth a lick of shit,” said the bandit on the carriage.

      Apostate! “For your own safety, I beseech you to understand that I am a very important member of the Conclave.”

      The mere mention of the Conclave usually made folk drop to their knees. The Church had a reputation, and not one of benevolence, but of fire and brimstone. For it had a duty to protect its flock from the evil that lived in the world, and that could only be done with a firm, guiding hand.

      These brutes must’ve known who we were by the black carriage and the Blood Knights, let alone my robes. Why aren’t they begging for forgiveness?

      The stumpy bandit turned away from them and climbed into the darkness of the carriage. He reappeared with Benoit’s wooden trunk, sliding it out until it crashed onto the road.

      This irritated Benoit. “There’s nothing in there but my clothes. You’re making a profound error of judgement.”

      The bandit continued on and popped the trunk’s lock with a rusty dagger.

      “I swear on Isa, the Holy Father will punish you for these perverse crimes!”

      In a feverish fit, the bandit pulled out what was in the trunk and flung it across the road. A black cloak, a couple more robes, under-dressing, and finally a nightshirt. There were also candles and a couple of manuscripts, all left for the ants to pick at.

      Finally, the stumpy bandit became excited. “Found it!” he sputtered.

      It was a call to action to his fellow crackpots. The bandit woman leapt off the carriage. “Give it to me, Neddy,” she ordered, and he duly tossed a small bag to her that jingled in her palms.

      Benoit had had enough and stood up. “That’s the property of the Conclave and therefore the Lord.”

      She turned to him. When he glowered back, the mystery of who these miscreants were was answered. Her face was a mishmash of deep round scars, while an open sore on her neck oozed a yellowish pus, and the tops of her hands were red and raw. They were griefs—the wretched souls who carried the Requiem Pox.

      Most griefs were simply unlucky folk and still protected within the bosom of the Lord, but in the name of civility, they were also deported from the towns and cities of Aurora. For while it was unlikely their affliction would be shared, their mere presence caused unrest. Regrettably, there were some griefs who rejected the Conclave’s kind offer of resettlement and instead roamed the
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