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      The carved blackwood doors of the basilica opened before Ignatius Grymm like the veil between the world of mortals and the heavenly halls of Araboth.

      “Grand Master.” One of the Elect knights on guard acknowledged him with a heart-thumping salute.

      The other followed suit, but his tardiness was noted. Even for a new recruit, there was no excuse, not when you were supposed to be the best of the best.

      Ignatius’ boots clacked and echoed on the polished marble floor of the narthex. Two more Elect brothers saluted, then opened the wrought iron grille to the nave.

      The Grand Master straightened his surcoat, adjusted the greatsword on his back, and drew stiffness around him like a cloak.

      Appearance was important. Impressions counted. That he’d been summoned at all meant there was trouble. That so many of the hierarchy had been called to Luminary Trajen’s Basilica ahead of him meant the Templum was facing a crisis. The clerics would be looking to him for reassurance. After all, the Elect knights he governed were the first and the last line of defense for the Holy City of Aeterna, and indeed for the entire Nousian Theocracy.

      As soon as he crossed the threshold, the iron grille closed behind him.

      The cloying aroma of incense lingered heavy in the air. The wall drapes were saturated with it, and a permanent pall of smoke hung beneath the vaulted ceiling.

      A colonnade of fluted pillars ran the length of the nave. More were set in a grid pattern across the interior. They were interspersed with statues of the luminaries, some of recent renown, others lost to the prehistory before the Reckoning that had shattered the civilization of the Ancients.

      The flagstone floor glistened as if it were coated with ice. At its center was a vast mosaic of the Nousian Monas in red. The symbol was meant to depict the unity and interrelatedness of Nous’s creation: the elements, the sun, the moon. The circle atop the cross of its body was the limitless expanse of Creation, and the dot at its center the infinitesimal point of origin. Even now, after all his years of service, Ignatius saw the Monas as a stick man with a single eye and horns on its head.

      The basilica was lit bright as day by incandescent globes that hung from the ceiling on chains. They never went out, and never needed to be replaced—a leftover miracle of the Ancients.

      Before the steps that led to the grand altar, the entire college of red-robed Exempti was seated in a semicircle facing the entrance. It was an arrangement that gave the impression of two embracing arms. Usually, the only time these princes of the Templum were gathered together was for the major feast days, or the election of a new Ipsissimus.

      But Ipsissimus Theodore III was plainly alive, if not in the best of health. His throne was elevated behind the altar, leaving him at one stage removed. Seeing him in attendance was even more unexpected than seeing so many Exempti. His Divinity was a recluse by nature, and since his election had grown even more so. Absence in an Ipsissimus was to be commended. It generated a mystique, an aura of otherworldliness that made him seem the missing link between humanity and the All-Father, Ain. His presence on such a mundane day was as momentous as if the son of Ain, the Lord Nous Himself, had floated down on a cloud to visit the world of Urddynoor He had formed out of nothing.

      Ignatius marched with a forced air of purpose until he stood within the ambit of the Exempti’s half circle. As a military man, he had always seen the color of their robes as a portent of blood. Perhaps that was the point: a presage of sacrifice, the laying down of one’s life for others.

      The pristine white of the Ipsissimus’s robe and skullcap drew Ignatius’ gaze up past the altar, as indeed it was meant to. By way of contrast, it radiated peace and purity, the unblemished fleece of a newborn lamb.

      The white surcoats of the Elect knights guarding every entrance, with their crimson Monas symbols emblazoned on the breast, seemed to combine the two: piety and bloodshed. Nous and war.

      To the left of the Ipsissimal throne stood the Keeper of the Archon’s Sword, Erlstein Faelor, the longest serving Elect knight, and head of the Saphra Society. Faelor’s Order was pledged to guard His Divinity against ancient evils that had lain dormant since the Reckoning yet persisted in shadows and handed-down memories. The Keeper’s gray beard was braided into a thick rope. He was still ramrod straight, in spite of his years. The only giveaway that he was mortal was the knotting of his arthritic hands, and the milky film of cataracts forming over his once piercing eyes. The mythical Sword of the Archon hung from its scabbard at his hip.

      “Welcome, Grand Master,” Exemptus Cane said. Tremulous fingers clutched the walking stick resting across his lap.

      Ignatius dropped to one knee and dipped his head.

      Several of the other Exempti nodded their acknowledgment.

      The Ipsissimus coughed into a silk handkerchief. He crumpled it in his fist, but not quite fast enough. It was speckled with blood.

      Ignatius bristled. Frailty in an Ipsissimus shouldn’t be shown, even among such a select group. Nevertheless, he clamped down on his disapproval with an implacable will that had been forged over three decades. As Grand Master, he was the hands and feet of His Divinity, utterly obedient, his volition so intermeshed with the Ipsissimus’s, they might just as well have been one. Ignatius had to work at it. What mere human wouldn’t? But it was a matter of humility for him. A matter of service. And above all else, it was the will of Nous.

      “Stand, old friend,” the Ipsissimus said. He wheezed in between words, and his voice came out rasping.

      Ignatius rose. He resisted shaking his head, but he saw some of the Exempti do just that. An Ipsissimus had no friends, save for Nous, least of all a lowly servant-knight, even if he was Grand Master of the Elect.

      “Stand beside my throne,” the Ipsissimus said. “Let us receive this messenger together.”

      A hundred questions swarmed about Ignatius’ mind. A messenger from where? From Sahul, the heathen southern empire? Had the bloodying of Emperor Hagalle’s nose in the savage continent of Numosia given him pause to rethink his intransigence? Had the peninsula of Quilonia, the so-called friend of Nousia, finally realized that neutrality was not the same thing as an alliance? Were the Quillonians seeking admission to the Theocracy? Because no internal dispute could have drawn the Templum’s hierarchy together like this, and if there had been a disaster at sea, if the Sahulians had clashed with the Templum fleet, Ignatius would already know about it: Admiral Djinoa would never have breached protocol and bypassed him.

      Ignatius genuflected when he reached the top of the steps, then took up a position to the right of the Ipsissimal throne. He exchanged a nod of respect with Faelor on the other side.

      Exemptus Cane raised his walking stick, and the iron grille to the narthex opened.

      The Chamberlain entered first, blue robes obscuring his feet as he walked, and creating the impression he was gliding. Behind him came a man caked in the dust and dirt of travel. He was unshaven, and his hair was a tangled mess. His mail shirt was dull from want of oiling, and the leather scabbard holding his sword was cracked and scuffed from neglect.

      The Chamberlain led the man to the center of the Exempti’s semicircle.

      “Divinity.” He gave an obsequious bow. “Excellencies.”

      The Keeper of the Archon’s Sword and the Grand Master of the Elect may as well have been invisible, for all the acknowledgment they received. It was no surprise. The Ipsissimal household staff were notoriously haughty, and only kowtowed to those they thought could further their careers.

      The Chamberlain flowed away to one side, leaving the poor messenger uncomfortably isolated.

      “This is Haldon Hellesch,” the Chamberlain announced, “from the garrison town of Trajinot.”

      Ignatius stiffened. He glanced at Faelor, whose hand tightened about the hilt of the Archon’s sword.

      “He brings dire news from the border between Gallia and the Lich Lord’s realm of Verusia.”

      Nobody spoke. But for the echoing breaths of those present, the basilica could have been a mausoleum. The Ipsissimus was as rigid and still as a mummified king discovered by tomb robbers a thousand years after his reign had been forgotten.

      Exemptus Cane broke the spell of the moment. He seemed to have grown a little too comfortable speaking on behalf of His Divinity.

      “Nothing stirs in Verusia. No one has heard a peep out of the Lich Lord for centuries.”

      That was because no one went any closer than the defensive line of fortresses set all the way along the border. The Exemptus seemed to be trying to convince himself. Just because nothing came out of Verusia didn’t mean evil wasn’t still festering within.

      Hellesch glanced at the Chamberlain, and received a wave and a nod, encouraging him to speak.

      “Otto—”

      “Not me, His Divinity,” the Chamberlain said with a roll of his eyes. “Address your message to the Ipsissimus.”

      The messenger threw himself to his knees and kept his head bowed.

      “Otto Blightey, the Lich Lord—”

      “What’s he say?” Ipsissimus Theodore said. “Speak up, man. And stand, while you’re about it. Groveling makes it seem people have something to be ashamed of. Come on now, up with you.”

      Ignatius suppressed a grimace. Nothing good could come out of all this familiarity. Ipsissimus Valestis would be turning in his grave.

      The messenger climbed to his feet and tugged his mail shirt straight.

      “Otto Blightey has waked up, Divinity.”

      The Chamberlain visibly winced and may have muttered “woken” under his breath.

      The Ipsissimus looked at Erlstein Faelor, nodded that he should say something.

      “The Lich Lord does not sleep,” Faelor said. “Just because he has been quiet these past centuries does not mean he has been inactive. A creature like Blightey is a master of the long game.”

      Nevertheless, Ignatius was the first to admit, the Templum had grown complacent. Since the escalation in tensions with Sahul, men had been redeployed from the Gallic fortresses to coastal outposts in the south seas.

      “He’s been raising an army, Divinity,” Haldon Hellesch said. “An army of the dead.”

      Last time the Lich Lord had done that, back before the Reckoning, his hordes had poured forth from Verusia, a black tide that had engulfed much of the continent. The Technocrat, Sektis Gandaw, had driven Blightey back using the war machines of the Ancient world.

      “How do you know this?” Exemptus Cane said. “Has someone been into Verusia?”

      The messenger must have understood the implication, because he flinched and stepped back. If the horror stories of what lay across the Gallic border weren’t enough to deter the inquisitive, the threat of excommunication and a sojourn in the Judiciary’s dungeons would certainly do it.

      “We see them from the town walls. Dead things, they is. Hundreds of them, just standing shy of the tree line, staring at us with blank eyes. Colonel Schaef ordered a force out to test them—see what they were about, drive them back.”

      Ignatius opened his mouth to say something, remembered his place, and tightened his jaw.

      The Ipsissimus must have sensed it, though.

      “Speak your mind, Grand Master. I would hear your counsel. It is why you were summoned.”

      “Divinity,” Ignatius said with a bow. “This colonel: he sent word to the neighboring garrisons before engaging the enemy?”

      Hellesch shook his head. “Don’t think
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