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To—

David Kyle,

KBER 101,

and that drummer who stole money from me


CHAPTER ONE



To see the truer shadow, one must burn the proper flame.

—Sir Joseph Swan, Corollaries of Light

and Dark: A Primer for Thanatists

Most of us have a place we run to when it all goes to hell. For me, it was the Iron Horse.

And tonight, I needed someplace to run to. Someplace with friends. I’d just been kicked out of the Hounds of Winter, the band I’d moved from my home in Los Angeles to form.

Fired by email, too, the cowardly bastards.

I hurried up Manette Street toward the pub and venue sign, a black ironclad horse on a white field, flickering in the darkness. I didn’t need to see it anyway. Most nights, I just followed the muted rumblings of heavy metal rhythms. If all the lights of London went dark, metal would be my pied piper. But the street outside the Iron Horse tonight was silent. Didn’t matter. I hadn’t come for a show.

At the door, a woman stepped in front of me. In black knee-high boots, she stood tall enough to look me straight in the eyes. Her dark hair rolled in long waves past a face that even in the pale light looked a creamy pearl. And despite the hot August evening, she wore a charcoal turtleneck sweater over black leggings. Close-fit leather gloves brought it all together, made her look official somehow.

I wasn’t exactly a stranger to being accosted on backstreets. I’d grown up in Westmont, Los Angeles—“death alley,” the Times called it; crime, violence, drugs, gangs—still, this felt different.

As I started to edge my way past her, she removed a glove and extended her hand to shake. From habit, I did the same. Just before I took her hand, she curled her bare fingers around my wrist. My pulse began to gallop like triplets in an Iron Maiden tune. She had a forceful kind of beauty to be sure, but it was more than that. Her touch seemed to go deeper, ache a little. Bad as this night had been, I didn’t pull away.

She held me for a few seconds, then whispered, “What would you be willing to do to escape a life of slavery?”

I had no idea what she was talking about, and I didn’t really care to. I just needed to get inside.

She then turned my hand over and pushed a stone into my palm. “If you wake up, come find me. I might have a job for you.” She pulled her glove back on and disappeared into the shadows of Manette Street.

Crazed Hounds fan, maybe. But how could she have already known I’d been kicked out? I held the stone up against the flickering Iron Horse light. It shone a murky red, with a rune or something etched into one side. I sighed, shoved the stone into my jeans pocket, and pushed through the door into the Iron Horse. Just inside, I paused, taking in the scent of cracked leather, the rumble of conversation, and the soft glow of homemade candles burning all around—Henry, the owner, dipped them

most every evening, and most nights I joined him.

The venue portion of the Iron Horse—through a crimson drape on the right—was still silent. Any other night I’d have gone in to see why. It was “New Music Friday.” Henry booked emerging bands on one of his best nights. Ballsy as hell.

Instead, I cut left into the pub. Henry was standing at his post behind the bar, drying glasses, his iron-grey hair combed straight back. He caught my eye, gave me his easy smile, and motioned me over with his dishrag. I wove toward him, past a row of booths filled with other friends and regulars. I didn’t stop to say hello. Too much going down.

A tapestry of band patches were sewn to the booths’ upholstery—music fans flying their colors. Henry encouraged it. He left a needle and thread in a cigarette tray on every table—the trays held over from when smoking in pubs was legal. The booths had themes, too: eighties hair bands, death metal, grindcore. A few were dedicated to specific artists. Good luck getting a seat at the Deep Purple or Maiden tables.

When I got to the bar, I laid my hands flat on the scarred old wood, just to feel grounded for a moment. The scent of Bournemouth longleaf, Henry’s pipe tobacco, helped. Even when he wasn’t smoking, the smell hung on him like a wise man’s cologne. He hiked his stained old apron high on his waist and waited for me to say something, blue eyes none the dimmer for all the laugh lines that hemmed them in.

Finally, he drew me a glass of water—I’d never had a taste for alcohol—leaving his rote teetotaler joke alone tonight. “I think I can guess,” he said.

“Yeah?”

He pointed his rag at the corner booth, where my friend Chuey was sitting alone, head down. “Told me he quit the Hounds. I can imagine only one reason he’d do that.”

Chuey and I went all the way back to Westmont. We’d spent summers and evenings in the Woodcrest Library at-risk-youth program. I’d done it for Mama, hoping she’d stick around. Chuey had done it for the free food—his mom spent their grocery money on smack. The program kept us from taking gang oaths, though, and later on Chuey wound up running light and sound for my band. He had a great ear. In fact, he’d given up a piano performance scholarship to Juilliard to come with me to London.

I shook my head. “He shouldn’t have.”

“I say good for him,” Henry countered. “Loyalty’s in short supply these days.”

“No argument there.”

“Listen, Jack, I hate to ask, especially tonight, but the band’s late going on. Singer has a bad case of stage fright.” Henry glanced at the crimson drape to the venue.

The unusual quiet made sense now. “Before you start your shift⁠—”

I was already pushing away from the bar, angling for the backstage greenroom.

I walked across the pub and ducked through the crimson curtain into the venue. A sizable crowd had begun to murmur, restless for the show to start. I hurried past them, down the short back hallway, past the rear-venue shower—for traveling bands—and knocked on the door to the greenroom. No one answered, so I pushed inside.

Every good metal venue had a greenroom, an inner sanctum. At the Iron Horse, its walls were covered with graffiti, signatures of musicians who’d played here, and dozens of photos—Henry in each one, smiling as proudly with unknown bands as he did in a signed photo with Led Zeppelin, who Henry claimed had played their first show here.

Being where the greats had played in their early days was probably as close to church as I’d come since I was a kid. Always made me feel a bit reverent. I shut the door, blocking out the crowd noise. Across from me was the rear-stage entrance covered by a black curtain. Leaning against the wall next to it was the old dreadnought we left here as a spare. To the left, on a low couch with busted springs and covered with band patches, including one from the Hounds, sat a girl, maybe twenty-five. She wore thick-soled boots, a goth-style skirt, and a black corset. Her long, dark

hair hung from a head bent over shaking knees. “First gig?” I asked.

She nodded, head dipping lower. “You any good?”

She sat back and looked up. “Piss off.” Sallow light fell across her arms and wrists. From beneath leather wristbands trailed the hint of cutter scars. I glanced at the hair ties I wore on my own wrist.

“Can you sing? I mean hit the notes? Hold the notes? Do it like you mean it?”

She nodded, her knees steadying a bit, as the tones of her guitarist soundchecking his amp rumbled back from the stage.

“You playing original songs?”

“Yeah, nine of my own tunes.” Her weak smile seemed an attempt at being proud.

I went over and sat down. “There’s nothing like playing your own material in front of people.” It was the truth, too. For a musician, even sex couldn’t compete.

She rolled her eyes sidelong at me. “This meant to cheer me up?”

I ignored that and pointed at the picture of Zeppelin, Robert Plant holding a glass of bourbon and reading a lyric sheet. “Did you know that when they played here the first time, he sat on this same grimy sofa with the same doubts you’ve got right now?”

For a moment, she seemed to be preparing something snarky to say.

But it faded. Maybe because we all bow to the godfathers of metal.

Then her eyes suddenly widened. “You’re Jack Solomon.” She pointed at my face. “Hounds of Winter is playing the festival at Wembley next week. Bloody hell. You’re opening for Sabbath.”

“Yeah, that’s us,” I said. Not the right time to tell her I’d gotten the boot. “I heard your demos when you were coming up through the LA scene.

Good stuff. Especially ‘They Always Go Away.’ That song kills.”

Ironic, since I’d never considered the song finished. I waved off the compliment. “Look, when you go out there, your only defense against nerves is to get inside your songs. Play them the way you heard them in your head when you wrote them. Trust that sound.”

From the stage, the muted sound of her drummer tuning a snare drum drifted toward us. Her knees started to shake again. “I’m not feeling it.” I hunkered down next to her the way my dad used to do when he wanted to talk to me about important things. “Your songs,” I said. “Give

me your favorite lyric.”

She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at me. “There’s one”—she hesitated—“when the cold steel pulls, the warm blood feels like an invitation you can’t stop. But don’t give in. Live another day. You’re more than what others thought.”

Holy crap. Those words were a kick in the face.

“What’s your name?” I asked. “Angela DuFresne.”

“Angela, that lyric, the picture it paints, and whatever experience gave it to you . . .” I looked her dead in the eye. “Go out there and play the hell out of it. Make them feel it the way you feel it. That’s what you owe them. That’s what you owe yourself.”

There’s a look every musician gets when they’re ready to play. Really play. It’s a belief that the music matters. It’s the most powerful emotion I know. It sparked in Angela’s eyes.

She nodded, stood, and headed for the rear-stage entrance. But she stopped at the black curtain, turned her head back. “Thanks, Jack.”

I threw her the horns, as we called it—a fist with index and pinkie fingers pointed up. She ducked through the curtain.

In the sudden quiet, decades of metal history—on the walls, in the furniture, drifting through the air—reminded me of what I’d just lost. I shifted on the old couch, found the Hounds of Winter patch, and punched it again and again and again, dust pluming around me. When that wasn’t enough, I tore it from the couch.

For years I’d chased this dream and now the Hounds would play Wembley Stadium without me. The dread of being left behind made me feel sick inside, and every pulse of my heart pounded like a bass drum behind my eyes.

It was the old pressure.

In my mind, I glimpsed the reflection of my ten-year-old self standing alone in a window.

I threw the patch on the floor, hooked a finger under the hair ties around my wrist, stretched them out, and snapped them back against my skin. The familiar sting eased the pressure, but the cramps in my belly and the jackhammering pain in my head quickly returned.

I pulled the hair ties back as far as I could to try again, but before I could let go, Angela’s band started to play. The distant rumble washed over me and with it a different memory arose.

Chuey had invited me over after a library session. I’d shown up with a face full of bruises—got in a lot of fights back then, and frankly didn’t care. He led me down into his moldy basement, where his family’s wet laundry hung from crisscrossing clotheslines. We’d sat there with three other guys listening to Judas Priest, Pantera, and countless other bands. I’d never met any of the other kids, but from that first moment, as we struggled to explain the raw power of the music to each other, we became friends. I grew to love the smell of wet laundry. And the music somehow relieved the pressure that had begun when Mama left.

It worked better when the music was live, better still when I was performing songs of my own. But when I couldn’t get some music in my ears, I had the hair ties. Both were miracles compared to what I’d done to cope in those first few years after she was gone. I didn’t like to think about that time in my life. But damned if Chuey hadn’t saved me from all that, too.

Just then, the door opened and Henry slipped in, a grace in his step that belied his seventy-plus years. With Angela’s music in my head, the pressure began to recede, and I eased the elastic ties back down.

Henry draped his rag over his shoulder. “I had a feeling you’d get through to her. Thank you, Jack.”

I gestured at the photos on the wall. “Nothing you haven’t done a thousand times.”

Henry came and sat down beside me on the grimy old couch and gently placed his hand on the cluster of hair ties on my wrist. “Well, the pair of you have something more in common, don’t you?”

His big, steady hands were always a comfort.

He smiled. “Make any progress on your third verse?”

He was talking about “They Always Go Away.” How many variations had I tried? It’s hard to sum up your runaway mother in a few lines. I’d finished a version the Hounds could play live—the version everyone knew. But it wasn’t right. The third verse was missing . . . something.

“A little,” I answered.

“Let’s have it, then.” Henry gently squeezed my wrist and let go, sitting back to listen.

I let out with the first few verses—my father pushing me away, the death of my brother Dan—those hadn’t changed in years. Then I skipped

the chorus and hesitantly started the third verse. The one about Mama leaving. About watching from the front-room window as the sound of her car engine faded down the street, the house suddenly becoming so damned quiet.

Halfway through I stopped, the anger still churning inside me. “Words aren’t there yet.”

Henry nodded. “If you don’t mind my saying, the melody sounds a bit too nostalgic. Almost as if you’re not going deep enough.”

I stared at the ceiling for a minute while Henry’s words bounced around in my head. He’d nailed it. Other than Chuey, Henry was the only one I’d told this story, but neither of them knew everything. And nostalgia was definitely not the right sound for it.

“Such an important song, Jack,” he added. “Important songs can hurt.

But don’t you give up on it.”

Angela’s music was thrumming through the walls now, rattling the pictures, and easing the last of the pressure behind my eyes.

Henry pointed at one of the jouncing photos. “What a great night that was.” The picture was of the Hounds’ first gig at the Iron Horse. It’d been taken from the stage with the audience behind us. There were only a dozen people in the crowd, but Henry mugged for the camera like he’d just discovered the Who.

Seeing the guys felt like four divorces all at once. “That’s over now.” “They give you a reason?”

“Said I was always putting other things ahead of the band.”

Henry scrubbed his chin. “What would make you do such a thing?”

I shrugged. “Anyway, they’ve hired a management company to ‘get things back on track.’ Turns out the company has a singer already under contract.”

Henry sighed. “So, they wanted to make the change before the Hounds open at the festival next week.”

No Sabbath story for me. “A few labels are gonna be there to check them out.” I scanned the countless band photos on the wall. “I’ve been at this for almost twenty years, Henry. This was my shot . . . Some people are doctors, others build things with their hands. But me? This is all I’ve ever wanted. It’s all I know.”

Henry didn’t speak. He knew better than anyone how to keep a silence. But the reassuring weight of his hand came again, this time resting on my shoulder. I exhaled long and slow, like I’d been holding my breath all night.

Angela’s band fell into a low, grinding rhythm—drop-D tuning giving the guitar a forceful plod that could crack your dental fillings. Beautiful. She had a gift.

“Did you know,” Henry finally said, “that the Who wasn’t the first band Keith Moon drummed for?”

Henry loved the Who, claimed he’d been the first one to book them, right here at the Iron Horse. Same as Zeppelin.

“And did you also know,” he went on, “that over its long history, the Iron Horse has always played host to something music-related—everything from Duke Ellington’s residency to a luthier shop to medieval liturgical choirs.”

“That right?” The familiar back-and-forth helped, and Henry knew I was a history buff.

“The point, Jack, is that we all go through changes, but we all come around to where we’re supposed to be.”

“And my music?”

“Oh, your music is far from finished, my boy. You’ve a gift to look inside a thing, find the songs no one else can see, and give them a voice.” He squeezed my shoulder. “But music is meant to be shared, isn’t it? Just like the Iron Horse itself.”

Henry looked down at the floor. I followed his gaze to the Hounds patch lying near our feet and picked it up. “I’ll sew it back on,” I said. “And I’ll find another band.”

Henry clapped my back. “Damn straight.”

After Angela had finished her set, Henry and I wandered into the pub. Conversation stopped as friends and regulars turned my way. Word

spreads fast in the metal community. And everyone here knew what the Hounds meant to me.

In the relative quiet, Henry, voice rough with age, started to sing the chorus to “They Always Go Away.”

“Henry, don’t.” He kept on.

Chuey turned to us and shouted, “Hells yeah, brother. This ain’t no pity party. Westmont strong.” Then he stood up, all wiry five feet nine of him, onto the bench of our booth—symphonic metal—ran a hand over his buzz cut, and with his terrible voice, joined Henry.

A moment later, one of the Iron Horse regulars, Church, a heavyset chap who usually sat at the classic-metal table, tamped the floor with the cane he didn’t need, pulled the stogie he never lit from his mouth—Winston Churchill–like affectations that had earned him his nickname—and joined them in a rich baritone.

Then, another regular, Mary Rose, whom everyone called Lady for reasons I’d never learned, swiveled around on a barstool reserved for Queen fans. Auburn hair and green eyes made her freckles all the darker. Setting aside her leather corset—onto which she was sewing a band patch—she raised her needle to toast my fortunes and came in with a dusky alto.

From a step stool, Jimmy Bates, the Iron Horse janitor, threw in, too. Jimmy didn’t need a nickname. He was built like Jimmy Stewart, and had a bit of a stutter like him, too. Jimmy had been hanging boots like ornaments from the overhead water pipes. Sixty years old with perfect pitch—something I discovered teaching him guitar a few times a week—Jimmy liked old-school punk.

Then the entire thrash-metal table—Westy, Ella, the Parley twins—put their endless “talent versus training” debate on hold and picked up the song midbeat: “I will be one who stays!”

Soon, everyone in the bar was shouting out the words. It wasn’t the first time the Iron Horse had sung together. But it was the first time they’d done a song of mine. Hell of a feeling.

Chuey waved me in like a conductor, and I belted out the last refrain. It got righteously loud and terribly out of key, but for the moment, at least, I was able to forget the Hounds, forget my unfinished verse, and enjoy the music with friends. When we reached the end, everyone cheered and settled back into the familiar rhythms of the Iron Horse. Even me, for the most part, and I slid into the classic-metal booth next to Church. Lady stood up from her barstool, and Chuey jumped down from his bench. They navigated over to Church’s table to join us. Henry grabbed two chairs and set them out for him and Jimmy at the ends of the table. “Bunch of poncy fools, giving you the sack,” Church began, waving his cigar.

Lady tapped her temple with the eye of her needle and smiled. “Hounds have dropped a stitch or two, if you ask me.”

Chuey grinned and knocked the table with approval.

“M-maybe Church can help,” Jimmy said. “Submit f-formal copyright claims on all your songs. Keep them away from these f-fellas. He does all your business papers, doesn’t he, Henry?”

“I stole Church away from Parliament,” Henry said with a grin. “Saved him from the purgatory of policymakers so he could do tax filings for Iron Horse Luddites like me.”

Everyone laughed.

“Might not matter, though,” Chuey said. “The Hounds are entitled to performance rights as long as the venue pays the royalty.”

Church reached beneath the table and brought up his leather satchel. He pulled out the day’s issue of the Daily Telegraph. Church only took his news in hard copy. He opened to the business section and tapped the page.

“The Banner Music Streaming Service,” said Church, “is lobbying policymakers to grant them rights to any publicly performed song that hasn’t yet been registered.”

“Wow” was all I could get out. Too long a day to even feel indignant. “That’s just the half of it,” said Church. “Banner has also convinced the local council to bring a compulsory purchase action against the Iron

Horse, citing the economic well-being of the West End.”

Chuey leaned in. “Like eminent domain? Henry has to sell?”

Lady poked her needle through the article. “With some percentage of it all reverting to the state, no doubt. I should like to sew shut the mouths of bureaucrats.”

“Never fear,” said Church, “I’ve already petitioned the secretary to declare the Iron Horse a historical site, and I’ve filed for an injunction concerning the rights of unregistered music. I’ll drown them in paperwork.” Jimmy curled his fingers into a fist and shook it. “Sounds like these Banner folks and the twits in P-Parliament need me to give ’em a bunch of fives.”

“You hit them while I sing to them,” Chuey added with a smile.

Henry put one arm around Lady and the other around Church. “Isn’t it a blessing, Jack, to have friends willing to do such awful things on our behalf.”

Shortly before two a.m., Angela’s band stopped playing—they’d played their set again, plus a round of covers—and the regulars began shuffling out. Church, Lady, and Chuey sat talking; Jimmy was sweeping at the far end of the bar. An empty quiet settled over the Iron Horse. I hated the quiet. Then Henry pushed through the kitchen doors. Over his shoulder he carried the little go bag that he took wherever he went. His other hand was

filled with homemade candles—he burned candles everywhere. “Ready to go?” he asked me.

“Ready.”

At the door, he called back, “You’ll lock up?” “Tight as a drum,” said Church.

Jimmy waved a hand at me. “S-see you tomorrow for our lesson.” I gave him a thumbs-up.

Then Henry and I stepped out onto Manette Street in the chill London predawn. Across Charing Cross Road, we turned onto Flitcroft Street—really just an alleyway. We passed my place, a converted set of wardrobe rooms beside the load-in dock for the Phoenix Theatre, and continued

toward Henry’s flat. He lived on Flitcroft, too, just across Stacey Street in an apartment next to St. Giles in the Fields. I always saw him home after close. And always on this walk, he hummed the Who’s “Behind Blue Eyes” until I joined him, the tune reverberating off the concrete and cobblestone all around us.

As we neared Stacey Street, I realized I was the only one singing and Henry was no longer beside me. I turned to find him ten feet back, pressing his free hand against the air like a mime touching a wall no one could see.

“Henry?”

“Not so fast as this,” he muttered. “Please, not so fast as this.” I took a step toward him. “What is it?”

“I’ll explain later. But I can’t sleep at home tonight.” He took a tentative step, the way a heavy metal fan might when entering a country bar, then hurried past me toward his apartment. “Help me gather some things from my flat, then walk me back to the Horse.”

I stared for a moment at the place where Henry had stopped, but saw nothing there.

When I turned to follow him, he was already several yards ahead of me. I hurried to catch up, crossing Stacey Street and cutting left. Henry was maybe twenty feet from his flat when a tall man in a peacoat emerged from the doorway. Henry jumped and pulled up short.

The guy’s face and scalp were covered with corpse paint—makeup typical of black-metal bands. His ghoulish white mug was painted with black X ’s through the eyes and stitching through the lips. But what scared me most was he had a hand deep in his left coat pocket.

Henry cleared his throat and extended a trembling hand to shake. “Good evening.”

The guy ignored Henry and flashed me a look. His lips were a flat line. His eyes cruel and unblinking. He then looked back at Henry and pulled a Smith & Wesson 500 from his pocket.

“The Iron Horse is neutral ground,” Henry said.

The stranger shook his head. “Your protections recede.”

“Put your gun away,” Henry whispered. “No matter what you’ve been told, there’s always a choice . . .”

The man extended the revolver with both hands, locked his arms, and peered through the sights.

I sprinted forward, but before I could jump in front of Henry, the muzzle flared and a crash like thunder echoed down the alley. Henry collapsed, his face pinched in pain.

“Henry!” The scream tore up from deep inside me. I turned on the stranger, but the gun was aimed at my chest, a dim glint of chrome under the piss-yellow light of a window behind him.

In that moment, I was back on the LA streets. Nearest cover was too far away. The man was closer. I rushed him. So help me, if I caught this son of a bitch . . . The muzzle flared a second time. Pain exploded in my chest, and a bright, fiery heat ripped through me.

I fell on the hard cobblestone alley, clutching my chest. Blood was pouring from a hole in my Nightwish T-shirt. For a second, I wondered why this guy had been waiting for us. Then I started to pass out.


CHAPTER TWO



Upon death, the soul has three paths: It can move on into the light of friends and family; if plagued by unfinished affairs, it becomes a semblance and descends into the Endless Dark; but some few souls find the third, most difficult path.

—William Crookes, “Soul States:

A Guide to Transience”

A scouring wind coursed over me, so cold it seemed hard. I took a quick breath, opened my eyes, and clawed at the chest of my shirt.

No blood. No pain. The sky stretched above me, a deep unending black. Beneath it swept a broad, broken plain of rock and rubble. I wasn’t outside Henry’s door anymore, that was for damn sure.

A coil of air came down in a hard gust, whipping me up off the jagged stones and blowing me back. I tumbled across an uneven stretch of rock, jouncing along until I was able to hook my arm around a jutting stone and jerk to a stop. Still, the wind seemed to tear through me. I looked back in the direction it was blowing and saw in the distance an enormous mountain of fire. It had to be miles away, but I could still feel its heat. Not a burning heat. More the way a warm fire feels after long hours in the cold.

I crawled into a small hollow below the jutting stone and peered out at the rocky plain. What I’d mistaken for rubble were statues of people.

Thousands of them, tens of thousands, stretching out as far as I could see. They curled and folded into one another across the vast field of stone, save occasional heads and limbs that twisted up at odd angles.

As I stared out from my windbreak, flashes of light erupted here and there out on the plain. A moment later, one flashed beside me. When it had gone, a new statue lay twisted into the gruesome soil—a woman, mouth gaping, eyes wide with fear or pain. A likeness of her quickly rose from her stone statue, the wind whipping at her dress and hair. She smiled at me just before that wind swept her toward the mountain of fire.

“Fight back,” I cried.

She didn’t hear me—or maybe she ignored me—and continued onward.

Then the wind rushed in at me again, tearing through my little hollow.

It seemed to be pushing me toward the flames. I began to lose my grip.

Part of me wanted to let go, leave the old pressure behind—memories of Mama, my brother Dan’s funeral, the Hounds, everything. More than that, the fire’s distant heat and low-throated call promised peace, rest. Things I hadn’t had in an awfully long time.

I started to let go when a clear picture came to my mind . . .

. . . I’m standing in my bathroom holding a razor blade.

I’ve been casting about London for months, trying to form a band. But it’s not working, and I’m tired. I gave up everything to come here and try. Maybe the dream is finally over.

I haven’t cut in years. Not since I found metal, which somehow fills the same gaps inside me. But it’s not working today. Not even Ozzy can drive back the pressure. So the elastics that I use when there’s no music handy are certainly not going to help.

I stare at the razor.

Then Henry is suddenly there. He doesn’t scold me or look surprised. He just comes up beside me, puts his hand on my shoulder, and says, “Take heart, Jack. You’ve got more to do.”

I put the razor down . . .

I turned back into the face of the wind and began pulling myself away

from the fire. I crawled instinctively toward the sculpture of myself, which I found lying face up, a big hole in its chest. The artistry was exquisite. It called to me. I reached out, touched it. Warmth shot up my fingers and arm. As I looked into my own ash-colored face, some new knowledge awoke inside me.

I rolled onto the rocky image of myself and fell inside it.

My eyes flashed open, and I was lying again in the alley in front of Henry’s flat. Hot energy, like a heavy dose of adrenaline, rushed through me. I struggled to breathe. My ears were ringing. Henry was gone, his candles scattered across the cobblestones. Corpse-paint guy was gone, too.

I knew I’d been shot. The logo on my Nightwish T-shirt had been obliterated, the fabric around it soaked in blood. But the pain wasn’t much more than the itch of tissue doing its last bit of healing, and I wasn’t sure about the rest of it. So I lay for a minute, catching my breath, trying to remember—the field of statues, the mountain of fire—but when I tried to put the pieces together, it made no sense.

When I thought I could move, I propped myself up on my elbows and felt something pressing against my leg near my groin—the stone that woman had given me. It was still in my pocket. If you wake up, come find me. I scrambled to my feet, the ringing in my ears threatening to drop me back down, and stumbled to the door of Henry’s flat. I used the key he’d given me a while back to open the lock, then pushed inside. “Henry?”

No answer.

I rushed through his flat, flipping on lights and calling his name. Nothing. Only the lingering scent of his Bournemouth pipe smoke. My head was spinning, and the wicked rush of adrenaline—or whatever it was—was coursing through my veins.

Back at the front door, I glanced at the candles scattered in the street and from this angle caught what I’d missed before—alley light glistening on wet cobblestones.

. . . I remembered the first night I’d gone to the Iron Horse. Henry had introduced me around the pub like I was already somebody . . .

I stepped onto the stoop in front of the apartment.

. . . The day Henry had buried his wife, Martha, I’d sat up with him all night looking at grainy family photos and watching eight-millimeter family reels. He’d told funny stories about her as if she were sitting there with us . . .

I descended the steps down into the alley.

. . . Just a few months ago, Henry had played me an unreleased Who track that they’d written for him to say thanks for giving them a shot. I’d offered to clean the lint from the vinyl, but Henry said to leave it on, said the crackle made it sound personal. Sharing that had felt like praying together . . .

I dropped to my knees amidst the strewn candles, gently touched the wet stone, and raised my finger to the light. Blood.

“Henry,” I whispered, “where are you?”

Down the alley from the St. Giles end, a man’s voice called, “You there.”

A silhouette was coming my way under the dim streetlights. He was too thick to be the corpse-paint guy, but didn’t look like a cop, either. I stood and started in the other direction. The man’s footsteps turned into a run, and something clattered behind me.

Ah, hell.

I ran. It was . . . I don’t know how to describe it. I should have been dog tired. Dead, really. I wasn’t a fast runner, but right then I felt like I could fly. That hot adrenaline was sizzling down my legs.

“You there!” the man called again.

At Stacey Street, I lost my footing and fell hard on the cobbled road.

The man was closing fast.

“Wait!” His words came muted by the blood racing in my ears. “Let me explain.”

A few yards down Stacey, a row of steel dumpsters hulked in the gloom next to the construction site for St. Giles Playground. I ducked behind one, picked up a hunk of concrete, and peered around the side of the bin.

A couple of seconds later, the guy slowed to a stop beneath the streetlamp at the T-section of Flitcroft and Stacey.

He was wearing a Roman centurion uniform—full-on plume helmet, metal-scaled torso, studded leather skirt. He looked like something right out of the illustrated version of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. Broad shoulders, thick waist, muscular thighs glistening with sweat in the lamplight. He had a wide, angular face, deep-set eyes, and a close shave. Even the guy’s considerable shadow seemed odd. Less . . . substantial than the shadow of the Metro newspaper dispenser next to him. And I could have sworn I saw something moving inside it.

He peered down Stacey Street, then left and right down Flitcroft. A second later he dropped to his knees under the yellow glow of the streetlamp, his helmet clanging to the pavement and spinning away. Then he moaned, lurched forward on all fours, and rolled onto his side, his body convulsing. “Maybe it is for the best,” he said in a faint German accent.

I’d been fooled before by bits like this. Gangbangers become consummate actors when they’re caught alone in the wrong neighborhood. But street cons don’t usually come dressed as Roman centurions. Before I could think better of it, I’d stepped out from behind the dumpster and taken a few steps toward him.

He looked up, lips trembling. “I am sorry. I was trying to get to you before anything . . . They will kill me for this. Please, I need your help.”

I kept hold of my chunk of concrete. “What are you talking about?” “You saw it, did you not? The field of stone? The mountain of fire?” He swallowed hard. “You reclaimed your body.”

“How do you know about that?” I took another step toward him. “And where’s Henry?”

The centurion convulsed again, cracking his head against the road. “I can explain. But I need your help first. Quickly. Please.”

When someone chases you, it’s rarely with good intentions.

He cried out again and began writhing on the street. I stepped closer and saw a blue translucent double ripping free from inside his body, almost like a soul tearing away from his flesh. The guy’s skin stretched outward as if stitched to the trembling double that had nearly separated itself from him. The centurion began to go still, staring vacantly up at the streetlamp.

This I’d seen—that faint glimmer of life fading slowly to nothing. Like when I lost my brother Dan. It was something you couldn’t fake. It was also something you couldn’t forget. I still didn’t know why this guy had been chasing me—it probably wasn’t good—but I couldn’t just let him die there.

I dropped to my knees next to him. He took a quick breath and said through trembling lips, “I am Cassius Classicus.”

“Jack Solomon,” I replied. “Now tell me what to do.”


CHAPTER THREE



Precedent Law Rule Two states: Violence against thanatists is strictly forbidden. Captivity, however, is allowed, so long as respect is paid.

—Sir Alexander Brown, The Exploitation of Precedent

In the light of the alley streetlamp, Cassius raised a trembling arm. “There, on my wrists.” He pointed his shaking fingers at his throat. “And around my neck.” He wore a necklace and bracelets woven of gilded thread. “Ankles, too,” he said, his body spasming as his blue double pulled almost free of his flesh. “Touch them.” “The gold twine?”

He nodded. “A thanatist’s touch restores the binding that seals spirit to flesh.”

No idea what a thanatist was. Guy had to be delirious. But there was definitely some kind of blue ghost pulling out of him. He convulsed again, banging his head against the cobblestone. His face tightened in pain. “You see it, do you not? My semblance pulling away from me?”

“Yeah.”

“Then seal my bindings . . . please.”

I prayed this was some insanely vivid dream and reached for the golden threads. Small symbols were woven into them—a key, an inverted Y, a theater mask, and a few others. As I touched the bindings, the image of my brother Dan letting me crawl into his bunk bed during one of Mom and Dad’s fights filled my mind. The thread and symbols brightened, except for the Y, which rewove itself into an upside-down half circle with a dot at the center—the musical symbol fermata, which meant to stay on the note—same as the tattoo on the back of my wrist.

As soon as I’d touched all five threads, the memory of Dan faded to nothing. I knew I’d just been remembering a warm recollection from the past, but it was gone, and I felt . . . lesser somehow.

Cassius’s bluish double settled back inside him. He took a heaving breath and closed his eyes, seeming to relax. Then he rolled over, got to one knee, and bowed his head. “I am at your command.”

I raised my hands. “Relax, man. Glad to help. You were just having a seizure or something. It’s passed now, that’s all.”

“No, that is not all. I would have slipped back to the Strata and forgotten myself if you had not re-bound me. Death has changed you, Jack Solomon. That is why you saw my semblance leaving my body. And that is how you kept it from doing so.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“Thanaturgy,” he said. “What your world calls necromancy. After death, most souls either move on or linger. Some that linger are called back into bodies to serve. They can continue to do so as long as their bindings are kept strong by a thanatist.”

“You think I’m a necromancer?”

“Be cautious how you use that word,” he said. “To some it is a slur.” “Either way, buddy, I think you must have hit your head pretty damn hard.”

“Some few souls neither move on nor linger.” He said it like a fact. “Instead, they prove their power over death by escaping the winds and fires of the Asphodel Meadows and taking up their body again. The way you have tonight.”

“Again, man, how do you know that?” I pointed toward Henry’s place. “And how did you know where to find me?”

“I am a vestige,” he said, “a semblance of my former self bound to

a corpse, then required to serve my binder. Only thanatists can seal bindings. And only thanatists return from the Meadows. As for finding you, I was actually looking for Mr. Wilkinson, who has a reputation for helping⁠—”

“Did you see us get shot?”

Cassius nodded. “Then I ran to avoid the same fate, since, unlike you, if I die, I cannot take up my body again.”

I’d spent my third-grade summer helping Auntie Gloria with her Glendale Funerary Services. If you fix ’em up right, folks think they’re just sleepin’, she’d said once, tufting up a cadaver’s grey hair. Auntie had made me work on that dead woman for hours . . . until I’d thought I saw her breathing. So, dream or not, the idea of the dead coming back didn’t seem so far out to me. I had Auntie Gloria to thank for that, rest her soul. Still, this was beyond crazy.

I glanced over Cassius’s remarkable physique. “You look pretty good for a dead man.”

He frowned and pointed at the ground. “Tell me what you see in our shadows?”

His shadow had looked odd from a distance. Closer now, it seemed soft, as though light were passing through it, softer at the edges, too. But his gold bindings, even in his shadow, gleamed. Then I looked at mine and almost pissed myself. A thin gold rim surrounded my whole shadow, which was also darker than Cassius’s, with harder edges, more permanent somehow.

Maybe I’d slammed my head on the street when I fell, too. I shut my eyes for a few seconds. Opened them. The strange shadows hadn’t changed and the dude in the centurion costume was still there.

“My bindings are yours,” Cassius said. “I serve you now.”

I really wanted to ask him about his centurion getup, but I had to find Henry, see whether he was alive or dead . . . or somewhere in between. I stood. “Nah, man, get up. You don’t owe me anything.”

Cassius got to his feet, and raised his hand toward me in some kind of salute. “That is not the way of things.”

I didn’t have time to indulge him. But I did need to put one suspicion to bed. “Listen, if you want to do something for me, answer me just one question.”

“If I can . . .”

“You say you saw us get shot, and ran.” I watched his eyes closely as I asked, “Do you know what happened to Henry after he went down?”

He stared firmly back. “No, Jack, I do not.” “Did you see⁠—”

A flash of light erupted near St. Giles. The scent of ozone wafted down the alley. A moment later, something growled in the darkness beyond the light of the streetlamp. A hulking shadow hunched on four legs, its white eyes glinting in the darkness, staring my way. Cassius took a step toward it, placing himself between me and the creature, but its eyes never lost their focus on me.

The night got suddenly colder, my breath rising in plumes. Then my thoughts jumbled together for some reason, and I was suddenly angry at everyone and everything and didn’t know why.

The low, rumbling growl faded. A short silence. Then the creature charged me.

“Run!” Cassius shouted, the sound shaking me from my trancelike anger. I turned and raced toward Flitcroft Street, that strange adrenaline surging hot inside me again, my legs carrying me faster than I thought I could go. But I had a better handle on it now. And the burning warmth shooting down my veins felt almost good. The night flashed by, Cassius close behind me. Galloping feet pounded after us, closing. If I could just get to my flat before it caught up. Just the other end of the alley⁠—

The sound of Cassius’s running feet stopped. I looked back and saw him turn to confront the beast, help me escape.

I pulled up. I couldn’t let him fight this thing alone, and started back. The creature had the build of a Rottweiler, but was five feet tall at the withers. Its muscles rippled beneath short, black fur that had split open at its elbows, shoulders, and hocks. Its clawed paws were the size of rack toms. Its fangs as long as my bird finger. Drool seeped from its black lips. Barreling toward us, it growled, baring its yellow, glistening teeth.

Then it leapt at Cassius, knocking him to the ground. The centurion clamped his massive arms around its chest. As I ran up looking for a way to grab the beast, it whipped the centurion around and tore his neck open with that mouthful of teeth.

Cassius stopped moving.

The creature, reeking of blood and wet fur, raised its head and stared at me. Then came full on.

I turned and rushed down Flitcroft as fast as I could. Something, like the push of magnets facing opposite poles, passed over my skin right where Henry had stopped to do the mime-wall routine. Warm air swirled around me, and I stumbled forward onto my knees.

The creature’s heavy gallop was pounding close behind me. I turned to face it, just as it slammed up against the strange barrier I’d passed through. It crumpled to the cobblestone alley, picked itself up, bounded at me again, and crashed against the barrier a second time.

I didn’t wait for it to make another charge. I hauled ass for the Iron Horse, hoping Henry was still alive, that he was there, and that he could explain what the hell was going on.


CHAPTER FOUR



Any light will reveal in a being’s shadow whether it is human, vestige, or some other state of being. Living flame, however, which is to say real fire, reveals emotion, health, and even wounds of the soul.

—Catalyst Folio

I raced around the corner onto Manette Street, my head and chest pounding, the adrenaline or whatever it was I had brought back from the field of stones still surging hot inside me.

I sprinted for the Iron Horse door, braced myself, hit it full speed, and tumbled onto the floor. Then I scrambled around, shoved the door shut, and threw the bolt from my knees. When I turned to face the pub, Church, Lady, and Chuey were gaping at me slack-jawed.

Chuey stood. “Jack?”

“Henry!” I shouted. “Is he here? Is he okay?”

I jumped up and rushed past the curtain into the venue side. Empty. He could be in the rear office. I ducked back into the pub. My friends were all on their feet now, still staring my way.

“Easy, my boy,” said Church around his cigar. “We thought Henry was with you.”

“Something happened,” I said. “Right outside Henry’s flat. I think he was shot. Then I think maybe I got shot. Whatever happened, I blacked out.

And when I woke, I ran into a guy dressed like a Roman centurion.” I stopped at the absurdity of what I was saying. My blood still seemed to be on fire, and the whole night kept jumbling in my head.

Lady tucked her needle into her hair bun. “Slow down, Jack.”

“I helped him. This crazy guy in the centurion getup said I’d bound him.” I looked up at Lady. “Like his soul to his body or something. I thought I saw . . .”

“Jack, man,” Chuey said, starting toward me, “were you really shot?”

I felt my chest—hole in my shirt but no wound. “I’m okay. But something came after me. Like a Rottweiler, but bigger and all torn up.”

Church and Lady shared a look.

“Wait a minute,” I said. “Why are you guys looking at each other?

What do you know?”

Church raised his hands. “Try to calm yourself, Jack.” “Seriously? I was just almost killed. Or maybe I was killed!”

“Ese?” Chuey only called me that when he was angry or scared or trying to sympathize. “There’s blood on your shirt.”

Lady came over and put a hand on my arm. “You’re safe now. So slow down and tell us about Henry.”

I clasped my hands to stop them from shaking. “When I came to, he was gone. I searched his flat, but he wasn’t there . . . I found blood in the alley where he fell.”

“And this creature you saw,” said Church, pulling his phone from his jacket pocket, “where is it now?”

I shook my head. “The centurion slowed it down but it still came after me. Almost got me, too, but it hit something—like an invisible wall. I felt it, too, but got through somehow. Church, what if Henry’s out there with that thing right now?”

Church jabbed a finger at his cell. “Pray God he answers.”

Even without the phone on speaker we could hear it ring. Eight times, then it went to voicemail. Church hung up.

He reached back into the booth for his leather satchel, pulled a fistful of papers out, and riffled them like a deck of cards before shoving them back in and slinging the satchel over his shoulder like a bandolier. I’d never seen a bag filled with documents look so menacing, so weapon-like. Lady dashed behind the bar and pulled out two cots, which she quickly unfolded and set against the far wall of the pub. Like Church, she slung her bag over her head, then pulled out a police-style baton and snapped it open with a flick of her wrist.

Church picked up his cane and pulled the hook handle from the length, revealing a long, shining doubled-edged blade. “Let’s go,” he said. “Henry may need our help.”

Chuey rushed into the kitchen, returned with a butcher’s cleaver and a chef ’s knife, and handed me the knife. Church and Lady started moving toward the door.

“Church!” I screamed. “Tell me what’s going on!”

He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Jack. There’ll be time for that later. But right now, please, take us where you last saw Henry.”

Right, Henry. I hurried to the door, and we stepped out into the quiet dark of Manette Street.

“If we encounter this creature that chased Jack,” whispered Church, “guard yourselves against sudden feelings of anger and despair.”

“How do you propose we do that?” Chuey asked. “Go to our Zen place?” “Close,” Lady said. “Happy memories.”

Chuey cocked his head to the side. “You do remember where we’re from, right?”

“Easy, Chuey.” I recalled the feeling when the beast had attacked Cassius and me. “What is this thing, Church?”

“I can’t be sure,” he said, “but proximity to some Strata entities can influence the mind.”

“The centurion mentioned the Strata, too.” I flipped my knife around. “Once we find Henry, I’m going to need some answers.”

I then led them back across Charing Cross Road and onto Flitcroft Street. We passed my place and headed toward the T-section at Stacey, where I’d last seen the beast . . . and Cassius. Ten feet from the alley’s end, we bumped into that strange barrier, but there was no sign of either the creature or the centurion. Church and Lady each extended a hand and probed the barrier like mimes.

Church removed his stogie and put it in the inner pocket of his tweed jacket. “It’s receded, but feels as durable as ever.”

“Agreed,” said Lady.

I reached out and touched it. “What are we talking about?”

“The Iron Horse ward,” said Church. “It’s a barrier that extends several city streets in every direction around the Horse, affording protection to those on the inside.”

“Without it,” Lady added, “there are thanatists who would bring violence here, or worse. But so long as it lasts, it will keep us safe.”

Chuey reached out, too, waving his hand around in the air. “Nothing there, man. What the hell you guys talking about?”

Wards and necromancers. I didn’t want to believe it, but the details were piling up. I turned to Lady and Church. “If this is all real, how could you not tell us? We’ve been hanging with you both for five years.”

“Later, Jack,” Church said again.

I shook my head and started to push through the barrier, when Lady laid a hand on my arm and nodded toward Stacey Street. Maybe thirty feet from us, a man and woman walked into the light of the streetlamp and stood talking, motioning toward Henry’s flat.

The woman was middle-aged, and wore a black corset under an open jacket with short sleeves that flared in white lace past the elbows. A tricornered hat sat tilted rakishly on her head. And in one hand she held a lantern, in the other what looked like a violin bow. To her left stood a tall, thin older man wearing a flowing chocolate coat over a white shirt with flared cuffs. He sported a high, bushy mane of red hair and also carried a lantern and bow. To her right, a giant of a man sauntered up in nothing but a loincloth, holding a huge spear.

Chuey whispered, “Anybody else getting a bad Renaissance faire vibe?” Behind the man and woman, at the edge of the light, a young woman in black, form-fitting clothes—like an athlete might wear—stood half-turned toward Henry’s place, surveying the alley on the other side of Stacey.

She had two swords strapped to her back. And past her, two figures walked the alley bent over, as though searching the ground.

“Maybe they’re looking for Henry,” I whispered. “Maybe they can help us.” Before anyone could answer, loud voices rolled up from farther down Stacey Street. I stepped to the edge of the ward and peered right. Two swordsmen and a woman with a staff were hauling Cassius from behind the dumpsters. His neck and plate were a mess of blood, but he was moving, dragging his sword in one hand.

“Over here,” the taller of the swordsmen shouted. He was wearing knee-high leather boots and a long cloak.

The man with the wild red hair, the woman with the tricornered hat, the spearman, and the searchers from the alley all started toward Cassius. Lady whispered in my ear, “I assume this is the centurion you bound.”

They will kill me for this, Cassius had said.

“He saved me from whatever that beast was,” I whispered back. “We have to help him.”

“Jack”—Lady pulled me around—“you’ve gone through a great change tonight, and there’s much to explain, but trust me, helping this centurion would risk the kind of exposure you should be trying to avoid—making enemies you don’t want to have.”

“More than that,” said Church, “he’s beyond the ward, and we don’t have the numbers to fight this crew.”

I certainly knew the value of keeping a low profile in proximity to attempted murder, as well as the prudence of not making new enemies. And if this was all connected to that dark plain and the creature that had chased me, I’d be a fool to draw attention to myself. But you don’t let someone who helped you escape a near-fatal attack go down without trying to help. Basic street etiquette.

And I had a plan.

“Nah, man, a fight would be crazy at these odds.” I scanned the ground and picked up a rock. “I’ll lob this up the alley behind them. When they turn toward it, go. Push the three who have Cassius out of the way. I’ll help him back here inside the ward before anyone gets hurt.”

“We better hurry,” Chuey said, pointing his meat cleaver. “Or I’m afraid your buddy’s going to get a beatdown.”

Church and Lady nodded. So, I heaved the rock. It sailed into the dark and clattered down near Henry’s flat. The costumed crew spun and rushed toward the sound, raising swords and bows and lanterns.

We dashed through the barrier, the air sweeping in cold around us. We were nearly to Cassius when someone in the shadows beyond the streetlamp shouted, “Stop them!”

I looked up the street. The man with the bushy red mane was hurrying back our way. “Stop them!” he cried again.

The three people dragging Cassius spun to face us.

Lady kicked the woman with the staff. Church and Chuey shoved the swordsmen, who spun away, trying to keep their feet. I ducked in and pulled Cassius’s free arm around my neck and hauled him to his feet. Guy weighed a ton.

“Go!” I shouted.

We rushed back toward Flitcroft, Cassius mostly dragging his feet as his would-be captors gave chase. I glanced back and saw the young woman swinging her staff. Light from the streetlamps glinted off the swords of the two men. My friends trailed me, their weapons up.

Just before we reached the alley, a brassy tone rang out with a flash of light. The woman with the tricornered hat was pulling her bow across her lantern. The two searchers—one with a long hammer, the other with a net—and the giant spearman surged after us, joining the chase.

I pushed ahead, but Cassius was so heavy. Steel clashed behind me—my friends defending my back. I was only a couple of yards from the barrier but gassing out. As I was about to collapse, Cassius got his feet under him, taking his weight off me. He put a massive arm around my back, pulled me forward, and we shot through the ward barrier. That thin force, like reversed magnets, and the sudden warmth felt awfully damned good this time.

Church, Lady, and Chuey rushed through behind us, and we all whirled around, ready to meet our pursuers. The alley quickly filled with the swordsmen, the staff woman, the searchers, and the giant spearman. I could see the glow of threaded bindings at their wrists, and tattoos in the shape of an inverted Y at their necks just beneath their left ears. On the asphalt beside them, their shadows lay pale and soft—like Cassius’s. They congregated a step beyond the barrier and stared at us. I still thought they would charge us—I’d only seen the barrier work on the beast—but instead they parted, giving way to the hat-wearing woman and the man with bushy red hair. These two stood there, still holding their lanterns and violin bows.

The woman pressed a hand on the barrier, then she nodded to the man and they both stepped through.


CHAPTER FIVE



The varieties of thanaturgic thread are many, one of the strongest and rarest being Orcus thread, spun from the tendrils of soul that trail a semblance’s arrival into the Endless Dark. It is also illegal.

—Seamster guidebook

In the shadows of Flitcroft alley, we stood face-to-face with the woman in the tricorn hat and the man with the crazy red hair. The man had the inverted Y neck tattoo I’d seen on the others; her neck was hidden beneath a scarlet infinity scarf. My heart raced. I tried raising my knife, but my arm locked. I realized the ward must be preventing me from trying to fight.

The woman’s belt hung with a long black knife and spools of twine, as did the man’s. But she left them alone and raised her lantern between us. The lantern itself looked like an hourglass with a shining stone at the center and three metal rods connecting its top and base. The lantern had a looping wire handle, but she was holding it by a pistol grip set into one of the metal rods.

The man raised his lantern, too, its glass protected by a cage of tarnished steel. He whispered, “Burn,” and the stone inside his lantern rose to a bright shine.

Together they seemed to scan my friends’ shadows. Then the woman drew her bow across one of her lantern’s rods. The stone flared and the bow sang another brassy note. She and the man looked down this time at my shadow, then up at each other, and frowned.

I didn’t know what they saw there, but I suddenly wished I could somehow prevent them from seeing it. All I could think to do was look back at their shadows—crisp and dark grey and rimmed in gold. There were black spots, too, inside broad patterns of pulsing lights. I’d never imagined a shadow could hold so much inside it, and it scared me that I was seeing it at all now.

Church stepped between us. “You’ve no authority here.”

Cassius stepped up next to him. Blood coated his neck and shoulder, running down his arm and dripping from his knuckles past his lowered sword.

The man uttered a soft word, and his lantern faded, returning us to deep shadows.

Lady pointed her baton toward Henry’s flat. “Has something happened to Mr. Wilkinson?”

The woman smiled. “We’re investigating the events of the evening.

Perhaps you’d like to join us, offer what help you can?” No one moved or spoke.

“Hide behind your ward then,” said the woman. “Soon enough it will tighten around your lovely throats. Until then . . .”

“I should rather imagine,” added the man, looking directly at me, “that you’ll find yourself flushed out in order to account for whatever misfortune has befallen your friend.”

Church patted his satchel. “We welcome any opportunity to account for ourselves. Be sure you’re ready to do the same.”

The man looked from me to Cassius to Cassius’s bindings. Then he and the woman turned, stepped back through the barrier, and continued toward Henry’s flat.

“London has crazy amounts of CCTV,” Chuey said. “And AI-assisted facial recognition software.” He always kept up on the latest tech. “We’ll just tell the cops to check it for these Ren-faire rejects.”

“They’ll never see them for what they are,” said Church.

“Let’s talk about it back at the Horse.” Lady put an arm around Cassius and started down Flitcroft in the other direction.

We followed her back to the pub, where she helped Cassius onto a cot and drew a small, red first aid kit from her bag. She wiped his nasty wound clean with alcohol and set to stitching it.

Chuey shut the door behind us. He pulled down the old-fashioned crossbar, sat near the door, and pulled his rosary from his pocket. Church slid in at his table, placed his satchel beside him on the bench, and reassembled his cane. I dumped my knife in the bar sink and slipped in opposite Church. “Okay, what the hell is going on? Someone needs to talk to me.”

Church fetched his cigar from his inner jacket pocket. “First things first, Jack. Let’s have a look at your chest.”

I lifted my torn shirt. “How does anyone survive a point-blank shot from an S&W 500?”

“You’re sure it was a gun?” Church asked.

“I grew up around guns. And Dad took me to the range most Saturdays.” Chuey came over and poked my sternum. “I think you’re in shock, man. Or you hit your head when you fell. There’s a little blood, but you’re clean, bro.”

“I felt that ghost-faced mother shoot me right here.” I tapped my chest. “You’ll begin to understand it all better, Jack, if you first trust what you can see.” Lady nodded at the floor, then continued her suturing.

I looked down at the shadows of my friends thrown by all the candles burning on the tables. Church’s and Lady’s shadows were like Cassius’s, faint and blurred at the edges. But in the candlelight, they shimmered like ripples on a moonlit lake. In this light, Cassius’s shadow did the same. Their shadows were lighter than the lantern-bearers’ had been, but like theirs, dark spots interrupted the patterns of shimmering light. The shapes of some of the spots reminded me of the wine-splash birthmark on the back of my neck.

More than that, the spots and patterns seemed to have a kind of flow, though I couldn’t quite make sense of them until I began to see the rhythmic pulses of light like gleaming musical notes. They were as distinctive to me as fingerprints might be to a detective.

Lady’s pattern lit up with the lovely three-beat cadence of a waltz. The light of Church’s pattern didn’t oscillate as much, moving back and forth between a pair of gleam notes the way most Johnny Cash songs did. Cassius’s pattern pulsed in tight formations, like the close-set minor notes of Wagner’s Ring Cycle funeral march. Their spots obscured some of the gleam notes in the songs of them, but that also made them easier to see.

I pointed at Lady’s shadow. “You’re a . . .” Lady rolled her eyes sidelong toward Chuey. “Chuey and I don’t have secrets,” I told her.

“The proper term is vestige.” She pulled another stitch in Cassius’s neck. “A vestige is a semblance that has been bound to a body. A semblance is a soul that hasn’t moved on after death.”

Cassius had said something about that. “And the one who binds them is a thanatist?”

“Just so,” said Church.

“What’s a thanatist?” Chuey asked. “Like a necromancer,” I said.

“Again,” Cassius called from the corner, “be careful with whom you use that term. And even then it describes only a small portion of what a thanatist can do.”

Chuey muttered something I couldn’t quite hear and trudged back to his stool to work his rosary.

I could have used some loud music just then, to help me think. I took a breath, trying to slow things down. “So, I wasn’t able to see you for who you are until I came back.”

Church smiled. “Oh, Jack. Don’t tell me you don’t know us for who we are.”

My first night in London, I’d wandered into the Iron Horse. No connections in the city. No place to crash. I was scared, and the old pressure had been tearing away at my insides, even though I’d tried to run five thousand miles away from it. Church and Lady had invited me to sit with them, no questions about my lost-in-the-city look. They dragged me into a hilarious debate over which Deep Purple vocalist was the best, like I’d been there every night for years, and used my name as comfortably as they used each other’s.

“You’re right,” I said. “And you do look the same . . . but also different.” “It’s called the Enigma Covenant,” said Church. He held out one hand and used the other to trace some gilded stitching just inside his shirt cuff. I could see a faint glow inside them, like Cassius’s bindings.

“Thanatists weave a special thread known as ‘bunda’ into wristbands, bracelets, necklaces, and even clothing”—Church tapped his cuff—“which can then bind a semblance to a body. To the mortal mind, this thread can also disguise the thanaturgic reality, usually suggesting only an approximation of the truth.” He pointed to a symbol in his cuff—thread woven into the shape of a theater mask.

I studied the design of it. “Cassius has a symbol like this in his threads, too.” “Most vestiges do.” Church called over to Chuey. “Chuey, what do you see when you look at Lady’s patient?”

Chuey glanced at Cassius. “Guy looks like a linebacker in old military fatigues.”

“You see, Jack,” said Church, “the thread allows the thanaturgic world to hide in plain sight, thus avoiding human interference.”

“That why London’s CCTV won’t be any help identifying those Ren-faire thugs?” I asked.

“The vestiges, yes,” said Church. “Thanatists themselves, though, come by their camouflage naturally, so to speak. As for Lady and me, we don’t appear as drastically different because we’ve acclimated to our environment, its fashions, and more importantly, we’ve fallen in love with the music.”

Chuey tapped the chest of his tight Kamelot band T-shirt. “So, you’re not totally insane.”

Chuey’s shadow, lying on the entry rug behind him, had the dark shimmer of the lantern-bearers, but with a crisp black outline and fewer spots. And its sequence of gleam notes had a jazzy groove.

I looked back at Church’s shirt cuff. “There are a lot of symbols on your bindings.”

“That is a lengthy topic,” said Church. “And one I think best taken another time.”

“Fair enough.” I pointed at the floor. “But what about the patterns and spots I see in your shadows?”

Lady smiled. “The patterns are the unique expressions of who we are.

And the spots are wounds of the heart—some given, some received.”

I nodded, though I didn’t truly understand. “Lady, you’re actually a doctor, then?”

“A barber surgeon in another life.” She wagged her needle. “Much easier at the time for a woman to be accredited for surgery if she was willing to do it in battle. I learned to fight while treating the fallen. Good training, too, since here I’m part of Henry’s crew—a wize, as we say. I fight when I’m needed and see to the well-being of those in his care.”

“Your nickname ‘Lady’ have something to do with that?” I asked.

Her eyes became distant. “Boys in the war took to calling me ‘Lady of the Valley.’ They believed I’d walked into the ‘valley of the shadow of death’ to try and pull them out alive.”

She returned to stitching Cassius’s neck, mending the torn flesh with the same gentle care she showed when sewing on a band patch. Loved her for that.

I turned to Church. “What about you?”

“Oh, heavens,” the big man said, casting a hand over his bald head, “in most of my lives, I was a glorified clerk—once in Parliament and, of late, looking after Henry’s affairs. Suits my sense of propriety. This was after my time in the British Expeditionary Force at Verdun and the Somme.” The Parliament thing made sense. Church’s words always had a kind of weight to them. Felt damned good hearing them used on your behalf,

which he’d done for me more than once.

I pointed at his bag. “You took your satchel?”

Church chuckled. “With some thanaturgic folk, there is no substitute

for hard-copy documentation regarding rights and ownership. I like to be prepared.”

“Am I going to see these patterns in everyone’s shadow, now that I’ve come back?”

Chuey marched back to the table, scratched at his buzz cut, and looked me in the eye. “You’ve said that twice now. What exactly do you mean by you came back?”

I’d been struggling to make sense of it myself. “Like . . . a near-death experience, I guess. I got shot, same as Henry. Then, I fought my way back to my body. Woke up in the alley, right where they hit me.”

Chuey made the sign of the cross. “Bro, if you’re being straight, that’s pretty metal.”

“Pretty metal?” Cassius frowned, as Lady pulled the thread through his neck. “Do you mean polished metal hand mirrors?”

“No, man. Metal,” Chuey repeated. “It means awesome.” “Metal means awesome?” the centurion asked.

I half smiled. “Like admirable. Noteworthy.”

Cassius shook his head. “Modern English is not intuitive.”

Church gestured to quiet us. “We’re just glad you made it back, Jack.

Right glad, indeed.”

“So, I really am alive?” I asked.

“Very much so,” said Church. “You’re simply . . . more than you were before.” I’d read about people dying and coming back. But this whole second world? “This is insane. I’ve known you both for almost five years. Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Not our place,” said Church.

“Henry planned to tell you,” Lady added. “He was just waiting for the right moment.” She finished her stitching. “And speaking of right moments, how did your friend here happen to be available just when you needed him?”

Cassius gently took Lady’s wrist in his massive hand and traced her gold-threaded bracelet with his finger. “For much the same reason I suspect you and Mr. Church first came to Mr. Wilkinson—to serve a

kinder master.” There was obviously more to Cassius’s story, but neither Lady nor Church pressed him on it. “I do regret the timing of it, though. If only I had come a minute earlier . . .”

Cassius told them what he’d seen and how I’d renewed his bindings. I barely heard any of it, though. I was looking from him to Lady to Church, a hundred questions running through my head. “Henry was a thanatist, then. Which means he could have crawled back to his body, like I did.”

Chuey pulled up a chair, laid the cleaver in front of him on the table, and crossed himself again.

“I pray he has,” said Church. “But whoever did this to him would be expecting as much. And while it would be a violation of thanaturgic law to try to prevent his return, thanaturgic law also prohibits attacking a thanatist in the first place.”

I could still smell Henry’s Bournemouth longleaf. Still see his easy smile. Still feel his hand on my shoulder. Only minutes ago, I’d been singing for him.

“But I believe I know why someone would try and kill Henry.” Church stood and took up his cane. “Would you all please follow me?”

He led us into the venue side of the Iron Horse and to the right side of the chest-high stage. He keyed open a lock and lifted a hatch that I’d always assumed was for side-stage gear storage. It led to a descending wooden stairway.

Church pointed down into the dark. “The Abyssal Steps. The only staircase in London that descends the Strata to all its levels.”

I stared down into the black, then looked up at Cassius. “You said ‘Strata’ earlier?”

The centurion nodded. “The Strata are several long periods of London history that have coalesced to form layers of the past. In them, thanatists, vestiges, and semblances reside, as do things altogether dark.”

“Like the thing that took a bite out of your neck?” Chuey asked.

I held up my hand to stop them, clenching my eyes shut against this dizzying new reality and the hot adrenaline still surging through me.

“Are you telling me that if I go down these steps, I can actually travel into the past?”

“A version of the past,” Lady clarified. “And there are, in fact, other stairways across London into the Strata. But as Church said, only these go all the way down, and only a thanatist can use any of the Strata steps.”

I opened my eyes and glanced at the gold rim around my shadow. “Like me? Like those two Ren-faire goons with the lanterns in the alley?”

“Just so,” said Church. “Technically, certain specialized members of a thanatist’s crew can travel the Strata unaccompanied. What’s key to understand, Jack, is that there are hundreds of thanatists in the Strata, just as there are in the world you know. More than a few of whom might be willing to kill in order to gain control of these steps.”

I stared down into the darkness again. “What’s down there worth killing for?”

Lady took my hand. “Lost wisdom, Jack. Powerful wisdom. And those who control the Steps have sole access to the lowest levels of the Strata to seek that wisdom.”

“More than that,” said Church, “the past is not content. Some of it, anyway. Against the present world it holds certain . . . resentments.” He tapped his cane on the floor. “In recent years there’ve been a few Strata thanatists who’ve sought access to the Abyssal Steps in order to seize that wisdom and use it to punish the topside world, whether by influence or violence.”

“Are we still talking about those cosplay thugs in the alley who were getting up in our face?” Chuey asked.

“I can’t be sure,” said Church.

“Regardless”—Lady squeezed my hand—“the Iron Horse is protected by the ward you felt near Stacey Street. It’s neutral ground.”

“Henry said something like that right before he was shot.”

“No one can be harmed or compelled inside the ward,” Lady explained. “It likewise prevents use of the Steps without permission.”

My mind was racing again. “Then why all the concern about anyone getting access to these steps?”

Church removed his cigar. “Because a week ago, the ward extended beyond St. Giles, well past Henry’s flat.”

Henry had raised his hands to the barrier well short of his flat. That must have been why he didn’t want to sleep at home tonight. “But if the ward is failing anyway, why would they try to kill Henry?”

“To hasten its collapse,” Lady said. “Henry is the ward’s steward.

Removing him makes it more vulnerable to attack.”

I took one last look down the Abyssal Steps. I wanted so bad to climb down and see it for myself. History and lost wisdom. I’d been a history buff since my Westmont library days. But even if I’d been prepared for whatever was down there, I was spent.

Church led us back into the pub, then disappeared into the back office for a moment before returning with an armful of books. “There are a great many more things we should discuss, Jack. But before we do, you need to decide if you intend to embrace your new reality as a thanatist. It’s not required that you do. Many choose to simply live much as they did before. That said”—he tapped the books—“if you choose to learn and develop the thanaturgic skills now available to you . . . well, your eyes will be further opened, and you won’t be able to unsee what they show you.”

The hot energy swirling in my chest suddenly waned, and I started to fall. Cassius caught me by the elbow. “You need rest. The first rebirth is the most disorienting.”

I had no strength or desire, just then, to ask what “first rebirth” meant. There was so much to process. The events of the night were already blurring together, and I was exhausted. One thing, though. I knew what a gateway choice was—being unable to see everything you were signing up for when you joined a cause or group. And I sensed that the road beyond this gateway stretched for miles. But I could also hardly bear to think that Henry might not make it back.

I took the books from Church’s arms. “I’m a pretty fast reader.”

Church smiled. “Based on the ward’s contraction, your flat should be safe for three, maybe four days. You get some sleep, lad. You’re of no help to us if you can’t even stand up. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

It would feel good to finally go home.

“I’m going to suspend live performances here,” Church added, “until we know what we’re up against.”

That hurt. Silencing the Iron Horse felt like silencing Henry. This was his life . . . or at least I’d thought it was.

Cassius and Chuey walked me to my apartment. Chuey promised to check in the following day. Cassius said he’d patrol the nearby streets. Just before dawn, I stumbled into my apartment and dropped onto my couch, fully dressed, bone-weary, and praying Henry’s soul had made it back from the fields of stone.


CHAPTER SIX



Most semblances who arrive in the Endless Dark choose to join their stratum, but some remain inside the Dark, where they will either feed or be fed upon.

—Chris Marlowe, The Bearing of Choice upon Lost Souls

Henry was falling, a deep bloody wound in his chest. Candles bounced on the cobblestones . . .

I sat straight up, heaving, my skin slick with sweat, my head pounding. It took me several minutes to stop shaking and get my bearings—bare lath-and-plaster walls, unvarnished wood floor, couch-bed, orange-crate coffee table littered with books, including the ones Church had given me last night, a dead eucalyptus plant in the window, and my guitar in the corner. I was home. Sunlight fell in squares across my ankles—I’d slept most of the day away.

But I didn’t give a damn about the time. The narrow shadow falling on my old faux Oriental rug next to my ankles was shimmering with a pattern—something I hadn’t thought to look at last night when I’d peered into the shadows of my friends.

I might have expected my own gleam notes to look like something heavy from Nightwish or Dream Theater. But when I hummed them, they reminded me of a theme from the soundtrack of The Shawshank Redemption—two notes descending, then two ascending. They repeated

and evolved, a languid line of syncopated notes weaving a melody in major seconds above them. Several dark spots interrupted the pattern, the largest of which looked like a narrow lake with a dozen black tributaries seen from thousands of feet above. And that line of gold still rimmed my shadow.

My head killed, and I couldn’t make any sense of what I was seeing—not that a clear head would have helped.

I fished a couple of Panadol from the bottle on my orange-crate table and chewed them into a paste before swallowing them down. I was still wearing the same jeans, boots, and bloody T-shirt from the night before. I pulled on a fresh T-shirt and a Dream Theater hoodie and put on some Zeppelin—always good for my aching head. Then I dug out my phone and, hands trembling, quickly dialed Henry. Eight rings. No answer. I left a message on his voicemail.

When I finished, I found my own message light blinking. So I set my phone down on the orange crate and dialed my voicemail, bracing for the worst. Chuey, Lady, and Church had all left messages to call back. I tugged on the elastic ties on my wrist. Sixth Angel Entertainment had called, too. Hounds’ management. Something about their new singer. Delete. Then a message from a Detective Bryant with the Metropolitan Police. He said he’d be in touch, which sounded more like a threat than anything else. It had to be about the shooting. The last call was from someone identifying herself as Raptorial Lakshmi Gopalkrishnan. She asked me to call her back but also promised to be in touch, said she was investigating “possible violations of thanaturgic law.”

I hung up and left my phone where it lay on my orange-crate coffee table. The crate had been a housewarming gift from Henry—something from the Iron Horse storeroom. We’d laughed to tears over how small and ridiculous it looked as my only piece of furniture. I’d needed that laugh after casting about London looking for a future, and I think Henry knew it.

Now Henry was missing. I just hoped he’d made it back across the Meadows.

I still wanted that place to be a dream. But just thinking about it made me see it more clearly, almost feel it. I had died out there. I felt sure of it now. And I’d returned as a thanatist or necromancer, or whatever. At least that’s what they were telling me. Yesterday, I hadn’t believed in necromancers or any of that crap. Now I was one. It made no sense. But the hot energy I’d felt swirling in my chest and pulsing through my veins . . . I’d never experienced anything like it. That had been real as hell—like fire ripping through me. It was gone now, but I couldn’t pretend it hadn’t been there. Still, something had to give. There had to be a reason for all this. And that reason, as far as I could tell, was Henry.

That old pressure of being left behind sent stabbing pains into my temples. I began to pant, feel like I might vomit.

I tugged again at the elastics on my wrist, snapping them hard once against my cutter scars. But I could do better than that here. I had just stood to fetch my guitar when someone knocked on the door. Damn. Not right now.

Then again, louder.

I caved and went to answer it. On the floor just inside the door was a folded piece of paper. I picked it up. On the outside, in a neat small script: The quick and the dead. I unfolded it and read:

Dear Mr. Solomon,

Congratulations on your return. Do you still have the item? I encourage you to use it.

Regards,

An Interested Party

I dug into my pocket. The stone was still there.

Another knock.

After reading the note, I wasn’t about to answer it, but then thought it might be the woman who had given me the stone. I cautiously turned the bolt and opened the door. Jimmy stood there holding his guitar case in one hand. His iron-grey hair was a mess, and he wore his usual faded-blue flannel shirt, work jeans, and scuffed brown boots. His eyes were red and ringed with dark circles.

“You hear about Henry?” I asked. “Yeah,” he said.

“Anybody heard from him?” I still believed he would come back.

Jimmy shook his head. “Listen, Jack, if you’d rather not d-do this today, I’ll understand. I don’t even remember b-bringing this along.” He glanced at his guitar case. “I mean, a music lesson seems a bit impertinent today, d-doesn’t it?” Henry had been Jimmy’s friend, too. We both needed music right now.

Playing some songs together to fight back our worry was maybe the best thing we could do.

“Actually, man, I think your instincts are spot on.” I waved him in. He smiled and shuffled past me.

I pulled my blanket and pillow off the couch and threw them aside so we could sit down. Jimmy sat, opened his case, and fetched out his Martin 00-17—his one extravagance. His shadow fell on the sunlit square of the couch, soft edges around a cloud-grey shimmer. Vestige. It took me a few seconds to get my head around it.

Jimmy may listen to old-school punk, but the gleam notes of his shadow had the unrushed lilting quality of a Bing Crosby tune. His spots had their own unique placement, too. And what I’d always thought were handyman sweatbands on his wrists were actually bindings.

It was beginning to seem like nearly all my friends were, in a way, not really here. Not like I thought, anyway. I grabbed my guitar and sat at the other end of the couch.

As I positioned my Gibson—a nicked-up acoustic I’d had since I was thirteen—Jimmy hunched over his beautiful Martin and stared at the floor. He was usually chomping at the bit to play. Not today.

“Help me write a song,” I said.

Jimmy’s old eyes lit up. “Brilliant, w-what shall we write about?”

“I’m stuck on a verse,” I said. “Play along, and when we get there, I’ll cue you. Just riff on something from your life. Something you think about when it snows. That sort of thing.”

I showed him the chord progression, and we began. Almost immediately, “They Always Go Away” was changed. I picked over the chords as Jimmy strummed an upbeat rhythm. I’d never tried it like that.

I started to sing, and the stabbing in my head and clench in my gut began to ease. I relaxed into the song, and when the third verse came, the one about Mama, I caught Jimmy’s eyes and signaled for him to take over.

He didn’t skip a beat. In a lilting tenor—a lot like the crooners of the forties—he began to tell a story about a soap box derby and a car he’d made with a couple of his buddies named Nesbit and Hollings. There was a racing cap and the number 001, which they thought would make it fast. And their parents were there, looking on with pride under a summer sun as their soap box car sped toward the checkered pennant.

I’m not sure he sang the exact words, but I saw snow cones, smelled funnel cakes, and heard the laughter and cheers of a city finally putting the war behind them. It was bright damn happy. And Jimmy grinned all through it like it was the secret of his heart, like it made him impervious to troubles and doubt. Good old Jimmy had taken up that Martin, and where I’d expected a dirge—something drafting off Henry’s disappearance—my friend had used his music to respond to the loss in a whole different way.

I smiled and made a mental note: Memory isn’t always about regret.

This feeling, though. This was why I wanted a life in music—to share these sounds and stories with people. I wanted it so bad I ached. Not even the events of the past twenty-four hours had changed that.

Jimmy’s lesson was short. On his way out, he paused at the door and gripped my hand. “Thank you, Jack.”

“You did the cool part.” “No, sir,” he said.

He told me I had a way of helping friends see things. I don’t know if it’s true. We both felt the same way about Henry. And Jimmy had done the singing and the thinking. I’d just plucked the old Gibson. But I told

him I felt a little better, too, and invited him back for another jam the following day if he was up to it.

In his shadow, thrown across my doorjamb, I noticed a pattern glowing in the shape of a small circle with a cross through it, like the music symbol for coda—which meant new part or new music. It was another odd thing in a growing list of odd things that I couldn’t explain. After he left, I tried calling Henry again. Nothing. Whatever was going down, I hoped he was just lying low for a while. For the moment, the anxiety inside me had subsided, and I turned my focus to the books

Church had sent me home with last night.

They sat in a neat pile next to other piles of books I had on loan from the library: history and philosophy—for personal interest and songwriting material—and some volumes on composing from Andrew Lloyd Webber, James MacMillan, and Richard Wagner, as well as a few film scores. Plus a dozen or so novels. Songwriting was storytelling, so reading decent books helped with narrative technique. I went through four or five a month. New stuff, and classics, too—Tolkien, Lehane, Dickens, Shakespeare. I’d found words had a kind of music of their own. The sunlight had disappeared into the evening, so I switched on my one lamp—a shaded, bronzed boot that had once belonged to Lemmy of Motörhead. Then I grabbed the book on top of the stack Church had given me and turned to the title page: The Precedent: Known and Ratified Laws for the Governance of Thanaturgic Actions and Disputes.

Dense reading, no doubt.

I set the book aside and scanned the next few: Calling, Binding, and Dismissing Semblances; Catalysts: The Tools of the Thanatist; and The Effects of Common Lantern-Bow Strokes. There were a few others, as well as a pocket-sized book entitled The New Thanatist’s Quick Reference Field Manual. Its cover and pages were coated in some kind of resin.

At the bottom of the pile was Henry’s journal. For a few moments I just sat there with it in my hands. Holding it helped me feel closer to him somehow. But I wasn’t sure I should read it. That felt like something you do after a death. Henry was still out there. That’s what I chose to believe, anyway. Church had probably included it because it might help us find our friend. But I didn’t feel ready to hear Henry’s private thoughts. Seemed like a violation of trust. And once I’d read those things . . . well, that was a gateway, too, of sorts.

So, I set the journal aside and dove into the others, scanning parts, skipping others, and sometimes reading whole chapters.

As a kid, I’d begun humming when I read. Not loud. More like the sotto voce in Mozart’s Requiem. It was an undertone only I could hear. But when I did it, I could finish a book in half the time it took Chuey—and Chuey read tech manuals the way some folks read comic books—plus it gave me an echoic memory. Like eidetic, but with auditory cues. My recall on the stuff I read while humming was pretty damn good. I think I started doing it in second grade after abandoning piano lessons—my teacher got fed up with me because I’d scan a piece of sheet music once or twice while painfully humming out the notes and then wouldn’t need or use the sheet music anymore. Not that I could play a piece perfectly afterward, but I sort of had it in my fingers at that point.

So things in these books Church had sent over began to stick—like the spots I could see in a person’s shadow. They were scars on the soul known as “occlusions.” Some resulted from what Lady had called “wounds of the heart,” but others were known as “crimes against the soul.” This was all in a ledger entitled Shadowmancy: Known Fragments. Apparently Shadowmancy was a lost art, with only a few extant writings.

I finished that one—fascinating stuff about people’s shadows and how to see and manipulate them—then set it next to Henry’s journal, which I picked up again. I wanted to read it. Hear the man’s voice in my head. But sometimes a person’s secrets are better left alone—they can change how you think about them. So, I put the journal back down and decided to tackle the book on Precedent Law—the rules that governed this new world I’d been reborn to.

After a few hours, I’d finished that book, too. I’d have to reread it—dense reading, indeed. I placed it in the finished pile and again picked up Henry’s journal, gently caressing the cover. Then once again set it aside.

The third book was short, but I read it cover to cover—The History and Architecture of Thanaturgy. There were three primary branches, known as drycraefts. They boiled down to: the redistribution of life forces (elanothalia), communing with the dead (xenoglossia), and the manipulation of once-living matter (classical necromancia). Some of the guys in the Hounds played RPGs, which made the third branch all sound like evil undead stuff. But it turned out—in thanatist circles—the term necromancer had evolved into a bit of a slur by the time the Renaissance hit, due to a lot of bad behavior in cemeteries. It came back into fashion in the Victorian age—such was the drift of language—but still only described thanatists who focused on the one drycraeft. In the Strata, thanatists were even sometimes called cunning folk. But it was all more than just reanimating a corpse.

This was my life now. And after reading three full—if short—books and healthy bits of the others, I was less grounded than when I began. Henry had always helped me find balance, and anything I was going to learn that might help me find Henry was probably in his diary.

Knowing I couldn’t unread whatever I found inside, I leafed the journal open to where a violet had been pressed between the pages:

I told Jack about you tonight, Martha. Told him how you suffered my music habit with dignity and moved on sooner than was your lot because of it. Bless the lad’s heart, he sang the Who back to me to ease my guilt. He knows my weakness for the Who. He has some pain of his own, having to do with his mother—I hear it when he sings—but I think he’ ll find his way out of it. You’ d like him, Martha. I wish you could meet him. I do so like having him around.

The lines blurred. I wiped my eyes and fought a rising headache and nausea by humming a few notes from Jimmy’s song a few hours ago. A calm replaced the turmoil I was feeling and helped me focus.

If Henry’s out there, I’m going to find him.

Then, I kept at it, flipping back several pages to a hand-drawn map of London. It showed a shaded area that read IRON HORSE ENVIRONS.

The ward didn’t extend in a perfect circle, more of a triangle that ran up Charing Cross Road. A note said it adhered to ley lines and sacred geometry for its “extensible influence.” But the shaded area had grown successively smaller, looking like growth rings on a tree stump, but in reverse.

Then I turned to the last entry, and my fingers began to tremble, as if I was about to hear my friend’s final words:

The Iron Horse ward is dying.

If only it were runic or mechanistic, refreshing it would be a simple matter. But the ward is spiritual. Its nature belongs to what the ancient Children of Ashes called “an old soul”—“old” in this case being a measure of plurality, many souls belonging to the same being. So, if I’m to renew the ward, I must find such a being.

Unfortunately, while finding an old soul would be hard enough, finding one that is also willing requires special knowledge. I’ve no access to relevant arcanum, nor have I found the courage to seek assistance from those who make spiritual matters their study . . . not after my involvement in that bloody mess at St. Paul’s these many years ago.

I did approach Muster about it. He wasn’t optimistic, but he promised to check Shiguan schism archives for arcana on the topic. Despite our disagreements, he’s a good friend, and has a gift with arcanum. He might be my last hope. Because I fear time is running out. I’ve never felt such tension from the Strata.

I’ve done my best to bridge the gap. The world above must be allowed to change, just as no harm should be brought to those who exist below. But despite my efforts, the ward is weakening under the strain. I wonder if the tension is what started the ward’s decay in the first place.

Regardless, should the ward fail, and those who would abuse the Steps gain access, there is no calculus for how the worlds above and below might change. What is calculable is that I am growing old . . .

I read the entry again. And again. I kept wishing Henry had gotten help before the ward had contracted so far that someone could just waltz up and shoot him.

Damn, Henry.

I felt the world crashing down. But instead of thinking, as I had been, that this couldn’t be real, I thought it now seemed more real than the life I’d been living in London for the past five years. The pieces, like Henry’s journal, were slowly starting to fit together.

My cell rang. “Yes, Church, I’ve been reading nonstop⁠—”

“Jack, there’s someone here at the Horse. I think you better come.” “Who is it?”

There was a short pause. “An old friend of Henry’s, Muster Brach.”

I looked down at Henry’s journal and found the name “Muster” in the last entry. “I’ll be right there.”

I set the journal on the orange crate, snatched up The New Thanatist’s Quick Reference Field Manual—seemed a good one to keep handy—grabbed my earbuds, and set out for the Iron Horse. When I got out to the street, Cassius wasn’t anywhere to be seen. He was probably still walking patrol, but I couldn’t go looking for him. I needed to meet this friend of Henry’s and see if he had any answers.


CHAPTER SEVEN



Thanatists are forbidden from interfering with souls once they have reached the Asphodel Meadows.

—Precedent Law, Rule Four

I wove through a crowd in front of the Iron Horse, catching more than a few furtive glances from regulars. I took a deep breath at the door and pushed in to a wash of candlelight. The venue side was quiet, aside from Steppenwolf ’s “Renegade” playing softly from the house sound system. Steppenwolf was Church’s comfort music. He was sitting in the pub at his classic-metal table with Lady, who was fidgeting with her needle, and Chuey, who was holding a History of Sound Design text—the Woodcrest Library at-risk-youth program had made readers of us both. Jimmy was leaning against the bar nearby, his mop handle cradled against his shoulder. Standing over them at the head of the table was a very tall man with narrow shoulders. I assumed this was Henry’s friend

Muster Brach.

He wore a long, black, tight-fitting coat with long, wide sleeves. A double column of gold buttons ran up the front to a round filigreed collar. Over his shoulder hung a matching black leather bag with gold stitching, and from his hip hung a violin bow. His wiry white hair swept back from a deeply receding hairline. And he had a full, grey, scratchy-looking beard, though his mustache was oddly black.

I squeezed the field manual in my left hand and started toward them. “Church, why’s everyone standing out front?”

“I thought this conversation best taken with a bit of discretion,” said Church.

Brach swung around smartly as I approached.“You must be Jack Solomon.” “And I’m guessing you’re Muster Brach.” I reached out to shake his hand. He gave my hand a strong pump as I looked down into his shadow. It was dark, shimmering, and rimmed in gold like mine. I was looking into an occlusion shaped like an eight-pointed star with a tobacco leaf at the center when Brach whispered “lumen.” All around us the candle flames

brightened and washed out his shadow.

“It does become habit forming,” said Brach, “looking into a man’s shadow before looking into his eyes.”

I lifted my gaze. “Sorry.”

Brach waved a hand, simultaneously dismissing my apology and returning the candles to normal. “Your friends tell me they’ve had no word from Henry since the incident.”

“How did you even find out there was an incident?” I asked.

“Many ears to the ground, as they say.” Brach tugged at one ear. “My people are among the few even looking for Henry.”

“He’s right,” said Church. “The recovery team in the alley last night bore the mark of the Shiguan.”

I thought back. “The inverted Y thing?”

Brach nodded and settled his gaze on me. “Have you remembered anything new about the attack? Anything that might help us find Henry?”

I shook my head.

“Time is not our friend,” said Brach. “If he escaped the attack, one of us should have heard from him by now. If he did not, well, each rebirth is more dangerous than the one before it and takes more time, but at this point we’re getting beyond . . . anyhow, if anyone can do it, it’ll be Henry.”

Church tamped his cane. “There was no body recovered. That’s a good sign. Let’s hold on to that.”

Brach pointed at my chest. “How about you? Still feeling the f ire of rebirth?”

I stared back at him. He seemed to know an awful lot. He glanced down at my shadow. “I can see the residue.”

“Burned off last night,” I told him. “Left me with a hell of a headache this morning, though.”

“Aches are good,” said Brach. “Helps a man know he’s alive. More to the point, though, Mr. Solomon, how are you faring with your new reality? Other than seeing the light in a man’s shadow?”

Before I could answer, Chuey chimed in, his voice low the way it got when it was just me and him talking. “Mi abuela told me stories about Luz Mala—a light that shines near the ground in certain places. My ancestors believed it was the light of lost souls who hadn’t moved on to heaven.”

“Not lost,” said Brach, giving us a long look. “Just not ready.”

“Well, if you’re asking about my readiness,” I said. “I won’t lie, man, it’s a lot to take in.”

“How about you?” Jimmy said, pointing his mop handle at Brach. “What have your folks learned about what happened to Henry?”

“Nothing useful,” said Brach. “But what I do know is that the Iron Horse is now at risk. Part of why I’m here is to understand who will serve as acting steward of the Abyssal Steps until either Henry returns or we know what’s happened to him.”

I looked around at my friends. “We’ll do it together.”

“But with you as its thanatist?” Brach reached out and gently took the field manual I still had in my hand. “Armed with this?”

“With all due respect,” said Church. “The lad was reborn not twenty-four hours ago.”

“Precisely my point.” Brach sighed. “Have you ever played the violin, Mr. Solomon?”

Chuey tapped my foot. “Careful, Jack, he’s going to hit you with a music metaphor.”

“Henry was teaching me,” I told him. “But he was doing it on a Viper.”

Brach chuckled. “Leave it to Henry to use a modern electronic toy when an original violin would have served so much better.”

He handed me back the field manual, pulled the violin bow from his belt and a lantern from his black leather bag. “You’ve read about these in your little book, no doubt.”

“They’re catalysts,” I said. “Thanaturgic tools—two of them, anyway. The lantern is used for combat, calling semblances, looking deeper into shadows⁠—”

“And useless until you know how to bow correctly,” said Brach.

He whispered, “Burn,” and the stone set at the center of the lantern’s hourglass shape lit up. He then took hold of the lantern by a pistol grip set at the center of one of the lantern’s three frame rods, explaining that holding the lamp this way stabilized it in battle. Apparently the glass was typically shatterproof, and the thick rods could even be used to batter an enemy, almost like a clubbing someone with a dumbbell. Then he drew the bow across one of its frame rods in a long, slow pull. Light brightened from the stone, making my friends’ shadows leap with vague images, like half-formed memories that were gone just as fast as they appeared. He then pulled two quick staccato strikes against the frame rod. Bright light burst from the lantern and a gust of wind whipped through the pub, making the candles sputter. Last, he drew a long, fast stroke. Beams of light reached toward my friends and touched their bindings, momentarily brightening them. Church, Lady, and Jimmy straightened up, seeming instantly rested and alert.

“What the hell?” I muttered.

“These are fundamental bow strokes,” said Brach. “They were, respectively, revelatory, assault, and bracing. Of course, inside the ward an assault stroke can do no harm, but you understand its basic effect.”

He handed me the lamp and bow, which I took gingerly, half expecting the hot fire of rebirth to shoot up my arms. Nothing happened. The catalysts seemingly useless in my hands. Then Brach talked me through each stroke: bow grip, bow speed, bow angle, lantern position. I repeated each one several times until the lantern stone finally sputtered to a dim glow.

“Not entirely without promise,” said Brach, taking back his catalysts. “You’ll want your own set sooner than later—black khopesh, and thanaturgic twine to start, especially if you’re going to stand in, even temporarily, for Henry to defend a failing ward.”

I remembered Henry’s journal. “Didn’t Henry ask you to help with the ward? Something about arcana?”

“Cython texts,” Brach practically whispered. “I’m afraid I haven’t found anything useful. But even without them, or any real proficiency with your thanaturgic craft, you might do more than Henry did to help the ward.”

“How so?” I asked.

Brach looked me in the eye. “Start in your circle of influence by reining in the decadent and historically ill-informed music that plagues your topside world.”

Jimmy pushed himself up off the bar. “Easy there, mate. I hardly think stifling creative thought⁠—”

Brach shot him a hard stare.

I stepped between them. “What are you talking about?”

Brach put his catalysts away. “The present world either ignores the people and events of the past or it manufactures its own interpretation of them. Meanwhile, the people of the Strata rightly hold their own ideas about the past in which they live—ideas that I assure you are closer to the truth. Your world’s mistreatment of their history is fomenting dissent and anger in the world below, and it’s accelerating the ward’s decay.”

I shook my head. “You’re saying our songs are destroying this . . . this barrier?”

“It isn’t only your music, but it begins there.” Brach took a step closer. “And it isn’t only the music you make, but all the music that isn’t made while you’re composing your rubbish, which ultimately means your world isn’t hearing the right songs.”

“The right songs?” I asked.

Brach sniffed. “Your neglect and revision of our world is killing the Strata. It arrives there in the memories of the newly dead. It seeps into

the ground and cascades down. Those who live below are growing restless for redress.”

I couldn’t wrap my head around everything he was saying. But part of it I understood well enough. “You want to control the kind of songs we can write. Is that one of the disagreements between you and Henry? Maybe something you’re angry with him about?”

Brach smiled thinly. “Let go of your suspicion, Mr. Solomon. You already know my people are among the few even looking for Henry. No, unlike your world today, mutual disagreement between Henry and me never had to mean mutual hatred. And one thing we never disagreed about was the need to maintain a strong ward in order to preserve balance between the worlds above and below.”

I looked around at my friends again. “Still, man, you’re talking to the wrong people if you’re asking us to help you put a lid on the kind of songs we sing. Pretty sure Henry told you the same.”

“Yeah, no offense, Father,” Chuey added, “but back home even John Denver didn’t go in for that. The Senate had him testify about it, too—him and Zappa and Twisted Sister.”

“How very congressional,” said Brach. “As I recall, Twisted Sister was charged with encouraging sadomasochism, bondage, and rape. Your Insane Clown Posse inspired some fans to burn and dismember a young girl. Your Judas Priest and Ozzy Osbourne have encouraged fans to suicide. And we haven’t even come to sexual obscenity, inciting violence against authority, and the outright advocacy of murder, which are actually present in all your forms of music. Is this really the music you want to champion?”

“That’s some crazy deep trivia right there,” Chuey said.

“I make a point to study music of all types from all eras,” said Brach. “As do my people, the Shiguan.”

Lady shook her head. “The US Surgeon General’s report concluded that these violent acts were committed by people who were already unstable.”

“It’s more than that.” I fingered my elastic bands. “Aggressive music helps some fans cope with their anger, keeps them from harming others . . . and themselves.”

Brach was quiet a moment. “When my eldest daughter, Camilla, passed, I was beside myself with grief. As a musician, I sought relief in song, which you might appreciate. But nothing worked until Henry showed up with his violin. He’d written a piece for her. A duet, as it happens. I joined him with my viola and together we played to her memory. It didn’t take away the pain, but it helped. Henry always helps.”

“I’m sorry about your daughter.” I meant it.

Brach nodded. “In any case, I can only advise. But I will tell you that in the Strata we’ve begun to find the value of focusing only on songs like Henry’s—songs that bring us together, help us remember, and speak of common truths.”

I stared back at him. “You mean an ‘all art for the Shiguan’ kind of thing?”

Brach frowned. “I encourage you to guard your tongue with respect to things you know so very little about.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

“Whatever you decide,” said Brach, “I will continue to do what’s necessary to protect the Strata and the people who live there. And I would welcome your help, should you become so inclined.”

“How would that go?” I asked.

“Quite simple,” Brach said, holding out a hand to shake, “I formally invite you to join the Shiguan⁠—”

“That like a gang?” Chuey chimed in.

Brach grimaced. “No, it is not like a gang. And it would come with the added resources you need to protect the Iron Horse.”

I had Henry’s books, but not much else. “Church?”

“The Shiguan do have the Strata’s largest known collection of arcana,” Church said. “Not to mention the training and resources we might need.” “You could all join us,” Brach said, “which would be invaluable to our search for Henry. You could even help lead that effort, if you wish.” I didn’t immediately reach to accept Brach’s offer.

“On the other hand,” said Brach, his voice dropping, going hard, “if you choose to go it alone, I’ll advise you not to complicate our search.”

I just wasn’t a joiner, I guess. Plus, I couldn’t read this guy, and that bothered me. “Appreciate the offer. But I think I’ll just start getting a handle on this thanatist thing the best I can ’til Henry gets back.”

Brach slowly lowered his hand. “I believe that to be imprudent, Mr. Solomon, but should you need anything at all, please know that I am at your disposal.”

I’d clearly pissed him off, and maybe I’d just turned down our best chance at finding Henry. But all I had to go on was instinct at this point. Brach drew a black knife and spindle of thread from his bag and spooled out a hand’s length. When he cut it, a spark of gold light flared.

He handed me the bit of thread. “For your veiled friend.”

I knew from my reading that “veiled” meant true mortal.

“Make him a reflection band,” Brach went on, “so he can see the thanaturgic world. Otherwise, he’s at risk, and probably a liability. Though, come to think of it, I’ve been taken for worse things than a priest.”

Chuey looked at me and shrugged.

“And for our part,” continued Brach, “the Shiguan will search tirelessly until Henry is found.”

He strode past me, stirring candle flames as he swept toward the door. He paused there and looked back at me with a smile I also couldn’t read, then disappeared into the crowd outside.


CHAPTER EIGHT



While Blade-Ka (adepts of the Blade) are often recruited as raptorials due to their combat skill and skepticism, it’s humorous to consider their sometimes-career as exorcists.

—William Makepeace Thackeray,

Thanaturgic Amusements: A One-Act Monologue

Then the Iron Horse door had closed behind Brach, I turned to my friends. “So were Brach and Henry close?”

“Not something they made a public show of,” said Church, “but they came up together in the ways of thanaturgy, shared a few interests, and got into a scrape or two as young men. Long before Brach assumed leadership of the Shiguan.”

“Well, I was ready for that one.” Chuey pointed his sound design book where Brach had just exited.

I chuckled. “To quiz him on the history of sound?”

Chuey hit me with his book. “Who are these Shiguan clowns, anyway?” “They’re the largest and loudest contingent of those Brach called ‘dissenters,’ ” Lady said. She went on to explain that the Shiguan were one of five active schisms that oversaw thanaturgic dealings throughout London and its Strata, that those schisms were constantly at war, and that together they made up something called the Convocation, which wrote and upheld Precedent law.

“Henry mentioned the Shiguan in his journal,” I said. “But why didn’t you say anything about them last night?”

Church turned out his sleeve. “Do you see the sigil of a key woven into my binding cuff?”

I leaned in. “Yeah.”

“It represents a geas,” he said, “a kind of taboo against revealing information to someone without them already having some awareness of the topic. It protects the thanatist, Henry in this case, from having those of us who are bound to him overshare with the wrong people.”

Lady took my hand. “Besides your being already too tired last night.” “That’s part of the r-reason for the books,” Jimmy added. “Once you’re passingly familiar with a thing, we’re f-free to say more.”

“Then is it true?” I asked. “Is our world doing something that’s killing the Strata?”

“I’ve never heard such a thing,” said Church, “nor have I heard Henry speak of it. But then, I’m sure Henry, like every man, has his secrets.”

“Speaking of secrets,” I said, holding up the string Brach had given me, “what’s this?”

“That’s the bunda thread I mentioned.” Lady fingered the bit of string. “It’s a multifilament twine woven of wild silk and nettle grown in the Strata. It’s commonly used for primary bindings.”

“Is this what you use with patients?” I asked.

Lady shook her head. “My threads are for repairing what’s broken or torn. Only a thanatist can use thread woven to receive impartings.”

I pulled up a chair, set Henry’s field manual down in front of me on the table, and turned to the section on impartings. Apparently, there were many kinds of thanaturgic thread, and most were given power by imparting to them a small portion of the thanatist’s soul. I had to reread that twice. Sharing out bits of my soul sounded not only impossible but foolish.

“Bunda,” said Church, “responds to the thanatist’s touch, and will manifest sigils of specific utility through your thoughts, like the geas key I showed you.”

I found a chart in the manual listing dozens of binding sigils—what they looked like, their effect, and how to mentally express them. A mask indicated the Enigma Covenant, a chain meant compulsion, and every thanatist had a personal mark. Next to Henry’s name at the front of his book was a drawing of supplicating hands—his mark, apparently. Each vestige also had a mark of their own. Bindings automatically inherited these personal marks.

On the next page was a section called “nonbinding” sigils: a compass provided direction in the dark, a candle conducted light to the semblance, and a handheld mirror—known as a reflection sigil—gave mortals the ability to see past the Enigma Covenant.

I tapped Chuey on the shoulder. “Let’s give this a whirl so you don’t go around thinking everyone’s a priest.”

I closed my hand around the bunda thread and concentrated on the idea of a mirror and the words “truth in seeing” from Henry’s field manual. Nothing happened, and when I opened my hand, the string was just sitting there crumpled. I tried again with the same result. So, I checked the manual again and realized I’d missed a critical instruction: I had to lend the thread a part of myself, like I’d instinctively done when I bound Cassius.

I closed my hand around the bunda thread again, thought of the words and mirror, but this time I let the idea of the mirror grow, recalling the time my father had stood next to me in front of the bathroom mirror and taught me how to tie a tie. The thread began to move inside my fist, which freaked me out a little but clearly meant it was working.

The memory of my father began to fade. It would be gone—the way I’d lost something when binding Cassius—and another hollow would open up inside me where something simple and beautiful had been. So, I stopped. I didn’t know what it might mean for Chuey later on if he couldn’t see things the way I did, but I wasn’t ready to lose that memory of Dad.

I opened my fist to show the unchanged thread. “I guess I need more practice.”

“Be patient,” said Church. “You’re imbuing the thread with a measure of life to create a living contract. It’s no small thing.”

I nodded, grabbed a glass of water from the bar, and came back to Chuey. “Sorry, my veiled brother, carry on seeing the virtue in everyone.”

He laughed. “I’ll pray for your cynical soul.”

Then, since I had my field guide out, I moved on to other topics. For the next three hours, I took in as much as I could, asking questions of my friends, reading passages, all as Chuey deejayed the background music with Cream, Iron Butterfly, and Blue Cheer—more comfort music.

We called it a night at nine o’clock, partly to open the Horse back up to patrons, and partly to get some rest. I put in my earbuds and walked home with my nose still in Henry’s field manual. With my head down, I almost ran into someone standing at my door. It was one of the women I’d seen the night before—sword handles jutting above her shoulders. Her unflinching gaze felt like an accusation. I took out my buds.

“Mr. Jack Solomon,” she said matter-of-factly, “my name is Lakshmi Gopalkrishnan. I am a raptorial—enforcement arm for Precedent Law. I’m investigating the shooting of Mr. Henry Wilkinson. May we talk inside?”


CHAPTER NINE



The illusory effects of binding thread, indeed the Enigma Covenant itself, can be dispelled to human eyes by repeated exposure to necromantic death.

—Henry Poole,

Careful Observance of the Necromantic Arts

I keyed open the door to my flat and gestured for the raptorial to enter first. She shook her head, so I ducked inside, sat down on my sofa bed, and flicked on my Lemmy boot lamp. Lakshmi’s shadow fell in crisp lines, with a mortal dark-grey shimmer, like mine and Chuey’s. Except hers was rimmed in a thin scarlet line.

She quietly closed the door and turned to survey my flat with a hawkish eye. Her clothes were black and athletically form-fitting. She wore thin black dojo shoes and had pulled her hair back in a tail, with multiple ties down its length. Besides her dual swords, she carried a black knife on each hip. Around her wrists she wore black wrist guards that shone with red threading the color of her shadow’s edge. And from her neck hung a simple rose-gold crucifix. Raptorials, I’d read, weren’t bonded servants, but used threads to similarly conceal themselves to human eyes. They were mortal, but imbued through ritual and training with thanaturgic aptitudes—to fight, hunt, and discern.

“Is there a reason, Mr. Solomon, that you haven’t returned my call?”

“I slept most of the day,” I said truthfully. “Then I had a lesson to give.” Also true. “And I haven’t checked my messages.” Nobody’s perfect.

“I see,” she said, pulling over a folding chair I had leaning near the door. When she did, I noticed a second pair of black knives strapped to her outer calves.

She unfolded her chair with its back toward me. “You were out late last night, were you?”

“Let me save you some time,” I said. “I was with Henry when that whack job shot him with a Smith & Wesson 500⁠—”

“Good with guns, too, it would seem.”

I sighed. “Before you jump to conclusions, I basically grew up in a combat zone⁠—”

“In the heart of gang territory in West Los Angeles. Father was a senior leader of the Rollin’ 100s.”

“You’ve done your homework. Well, then, maybe you also know that Dad took me to the gun range every Saturday that he wasn’t settling ‘disputes.’ ”

She scanned the room. “So, now you’re a struggling heavy metal singer who busses tables at the Iron Horse from time to time.”

“I do more than bus tables.”

“You must if you’re able to afford a flat in the middle of Soho.”

I knew she was fishing, but didn’t care. “It’s not technically a flat. It’s two of the Phoenix’s unused wardrobe rooms. Henry knows the theater owner. Got me a deal.”

Lakshmi sniffed, then sat, straddling the rickety chair. “You’re friends with Henry Wilkinson then?”

“Good friends.” I wanted her to know I really cared about Henry.

Maybe she could help.

She leaned forward, the chair creaking beneath her. “Do you understand my job is to enforce Precedent Law? That the shooting of a thanatist violates that law? And that I must ask you some questions to rule you out as a suspect?”

“I get it.” Raptorials, I’d read, served the Convocation of schisms as an independent faction—highly trained fighters and educated operatives

that investigated thanaturgic crime and often punished those who broke Precedent law.

“Were you shot as well, Mr. Solomon?” “Yeah, I was.”

“But you were reborn.”

“I guess so, yeah.” It still felt surreal to acknowledge, but a woman carrying swords tended to help a guy’s perspective.

She nodded as if she knew. “Can you tell me why someone would want to kill Mr. Wilkinson and you?”

“No idea why someone would want to take me out,” I said. “As for Henry . . . Look, I know there’s something special about the Iron Horse, but I don’t know why anybody would want to kill Henry. He was a good man.” Surprisingly, her nod to that seemed genuine. But she got serious again fast. “Mr. Solomon, you’ve worked at the Iron Horse for nearly five years now, correct?” It wasn’t really a question. “Quite enough time to consider who might run the place should anything happen to Mr. Wilkinson⁠—”

I held up my hands. “Let me stop you right there, Ms. Go—” I had already forgotten how to say her name. “I love the Iron Horse. I do. But I love Henry more. All I want is to find him and get him back where he belongs.”

She leaned back in her chair. “The shooting of Mr. Wilkinson has clear motive. He held an asset someone might want.” She stopped for a moment and stared at me. “But why kill you?”

“Back home,” I said, “hits come in two varieties: territorial or vengeful, and both usually produce collateral damage.”

“You think it was a hit?”

“Street thugs don’t pack 500s.” I held up my thumb and finger in the shape of a gun. “That’s a weapon you use to make a statement. It’s meant to be seen and heard as much as felt.”

“An astute observation, Mr. Solomon, especially in light of London’s strict gun laws.”

“That’s my point,” I said. “Whoever did this wanted to be damn sure all the details of the hit were easy to relate.”

“What other details?” Lakshmi pressed.

“The shooter. Maybe thirty years old. A little shorter than me. Stockier, though. White makeup all over his face and scalp. Black X’s on his eyes and stitching over his lips.”

“Such a close description,” she said. “Almost as if you knew the man.” She was prodding me. “I suppose it’s just a habit to guess at music preferences. Take you,” I said. “Long hair. Simple black clothes. Swords and knives for hunting thanaturgic criminals. No visible tattoos. And you wear a crucifix.”

Lakshmi cocked her head to one side. “Interesting.”

“All of which suggests,” I continued, “that if you listen to metal, you’re probably into bands like Underoath or Skillet.”

“Actually, love them both,” she said. “But I met my husband at the Buck ’N’ Bull.”

“Wouldn’t have pegged you a country fan,” I said. “Your point is that someone wanted Henry out of the way to make the Iron Horse easier to take.”

She said nothing for a few seconds, then leaned forward again. “How would you know that?”

I stared back at her. “I don’t, for sure. But something is happening to this barrier . . . this ward around the Iron Horse. It’s shrinking or something. And if it is, then maybe someone knew about that. And if so, couldn’t they have planned when and where to jump Henry?”

“If that’s true, and if taking the Iron Horse is the motive, why not just wait for the ward to exhaust itself?”

“You’re the detective. But Henry didn’t deserve this.”

“So say all the rest. Still, any man so universally loved has secrets. Some worth killing over.” She held up a hand. “I concede my cynicism. But you’ll grant me that much, given what I do for a living.”

The British were so bloody polite.

“Henry’s body was gone when I came back,” I told her. “He’s got to be out there somewhere. Hiding. Maybe hurt.”

She pursed her lips a moment, then said, “Well, even attempting to kill him is a violation of Precedent. To say nothing of the use of a firearm, which is strictly forbidden.”

“That why you carry blades?” I asked.

“In part,” she said. “Any thread-bound Strata-being can absorb a bullet and walk away. But a proper blade can sever their bindings and strike at their shadows to put them down.”

“Well, I wish I could have done something for Henry,” I said. “For what it’s worth, I hope you find the bastard who hurt him and return the favor.”

“Raptorials aren’t a revenge agency, Mr. Solomon.” Her voice got quiet. “But nothing would make me happier.”

The way she said it reminded me of the oath my father swore against the Latin Kings who’d killed my brother Dan. And I’d seen him keep it. Dad had made me watch when he cut a couple of them down with one of their own machetes at Westwood Park. I remembered thinking about how those boys had dads, but also about how they’d killed my brother.

“You’ll keep close, I trust,” she said. “I may have more questions for you.” “Of course.”

She pulled a small handbook from a rear pocket and laid it on top of my books.

“What’s this?” I asked, turning back the cover to the title page: The Maturation and Menace of Wraiths.

“Might be useful later. There’s some evidence of a wraith in the area where Mr. Wilkinson was shot. Be watchful.”

Maybe it was the creature that had chased me down the alley. Seemed wraithlike enough. But I didn’t want to extend her visit, so I didn’t bring it up. I walked her to the door, and she handed me a card with her name and number on one side and a raptor drawn in a few elegant lines on the other. “If you think of anything, please call. Because I get the feeling, Mr.

Solomon, that you’re holding something back.”

Yeah, the creature. Brach, too. “I know better than that.”

“I hope you do, since doing so could put you and the people around you in danger.” She paused. “This isn’t like when the LAPD questioned you about your brother Dan’s death. This new world you’ve been reborn into is something altogether different, and a Convocation trial isn’t something you want to suffer. Given that, is there anything you want to tell me before I go?”

Knowing as little as I did about my new reality, I probably should have told her. “Honestly, no.”

She nodded and disappeared down the alley.

When I got back to my couch, my phone beeped. It was a text from Church: A Detective Bryant from Scotland Yard is here at the Horse, warrant in hand, searching through Henry’s office. I suspect he’ll be here for a while and will probably call on you in the morning.

“Thanks for the warning,” I said to my empty flat. I wasn’t looking forward to another grilling.

I tried Henry’s number one more time—nothing—then surrendered to a hot shower. Always gave me a fresh outlook. Afterward, I scarfed down some leftover teriyaki from the fridge, plopped back down on my couch, and started again on my hum-reading.

First, I rooted through Henry’s books until I found one on Convocation. It felt like something I should understand better, if there was even an outside chance they might put me on trial.

Like Lady had said, Convocation was composed of five current schisms that studied and practiced thanaturgy throughout London and the Strata. Depending on the number of thanatists belonging to a schism, it earned certain oversight inside the Convocation. This was why they fought and recruited—for influence.

I’d already heard about the Shiguan. Beyond them, there was the Brotherhood of Heka, the Dusk Parade, the Children of the Ashes, and the S.L.A.M.—apparently, S.L.A.M. was an acronym, but what its letters stood for was a matter of debate. Each had ancient roots tied to different areas of the world—the Children were of the British Isles. And each had a presiding head that sat on Convocation trials, where raptorials brought Precedent law breakers to be questioned.

The raptorials had a presiding head, too, but had a non-voting seat, since their faction needed to remain impartial.

There was also a list of destroyed schisms, but I skipped that for now, deciding it was all something I definitely wanted to steer clear of. Besides, I needed to get on to other things.

Next, I went deeper on binding and imparting. The field guide said a thanatist could impart without need of binding thread if he wanted to restore something that was sick or dying.

I spied the dead eucalyptus plant in my window. Mama could never afford antibacterial cream and told us eucalyptus was better anyway. Every Monday she’d put on Marianne Faithfull’s “As Tears Go By,” cut a eucalyptus leaf, and gather the family in the kitchen. She’d dab it on any scrapes or bruises we had—usually from street fights—as she hummed the song under her breath. It was a family tradition for as long as I could remember. And Mama loved traditions.

Leaving the book open on the orange crate, I retrieved the plant and sat back on my sofa bed. I read and reread the passage about finding memories that were salient to the object of the impartation, then put my hands on the desiccated leaves.

I called to mind the time I’d watched Mama put eucalyptus on a knife cut in Dad’s cheek—a rare moment of tenderness. The plant fibers began to green and swell in my fingers, the curved blades plumping up. The sensation was crazy. “No way.”

I smiled at the revived eucalyptus, but the memory of Mom and Dad was gone, and inside I felt a little emptier.

My life wasn’t going to be the same. Part of that I was okay with, part of it scared the hell out of me, and the rest felt like I was leaving some good stuff behind.

I sighed, moved past imparting to other topics, and hum-read for several more hours, devouring a couple more of the shorter books before dozing off. A shout from the street jolted me from a dead sleep. The air in my apartment had lost that soft warmth of being inside the ward. It was nearly midnight. In just a few hours, it had receded most of the way up Flitcroft.

Another shout outside my door. Closer. Something was going down.


CHAPTER TEN



There is a fate worse than servitude, worse even than death. It is the fate of a semblance who, upon losing its binding to mortal flesh, is divested of thought and identity.

—Children of the Ashes, “Necromantic Ethics”

I raced through my apartment to the door and yanked it open. Cassius was in the alley, roaring what sounded like a war cry. Several shadowy figures were coming at him.

I ran back to my clothes box and fetched my knife—a five-inch spring-assist model. For better or worse—maybe better, all things considered—growing up in Westmont with brothers in the Rollin’ 100s had taught me how to use a blade. I rushed back out into the narrow alley. Brick and stone walls rose four stories on both sides—not a lot of maneuvering room for a fight. The only light shone from the bulb above my door, but that was enough.

Four men advanced in a line just beyond Cassius. Their shadows fell diagonally on the street behind them, watery and pale. Around their wrists and necks gold threads shone dim but clear. The two in the middle carried long wood hammers. The two on the ends held heavy nets. Behind the line towered a tall, muscular man wearing a loincloth and carrying an eight-foot spear—he had bindings, too. Next to him stood the woman in the corset and tricornered hat—the woman I’d seen the night before. She was holding her bow in one hand and her lantern in the other—gripping it by its pistol grip at the center of one frame rod.

The centurion waved his sword in front of him and didn’t yield an inch as the men approached him.

He caught sight of me and shouted, “Go back inside.”

“The hell I will.” I didn’t want to die . . . again, but I wouldn’t leave him standing there alone. He’d saved my life. Certain things are important, no matter how impossible they seem. I dashed into the alley and stood next to him.

The thanatist spoke the word “burn” and her lantern came to life. She pulled a fast stroke against one of its frame rods and a beam shot my way, lighting me up like a spotlight. Her vestiges turned their heads to look at me. “Mr. Solomon,” said the woman, “this needn’t go badly. Be a dear and surrender. Save both you and your vestige any bumps and bruises that might otherwise result from our disagreements.”

“Cassius,” I whispered. “We could run. The alley’s clear behind us.”

Cassius didn’t turn to look at me. “Please do not ask this of me. I have the matter in hand.”

“What will it be, Mr. Solomon?” said the woman. In the dim light her smiling teeth were easy to see.

“You were in the alley last night, just after my friend and I were shot.” I spun my knife once. “You have anything to do with that?”

The woman tipped back her hat. “That’s the beauty, Mr. Solomon. We’re actually here to help you with all your questions. Did you ever notice that some folks just can’t seem to realize they need to be helped? Don’t be one of them. Have a little faith now so’s you don’t have a world of regret later.”

“You came to help me with nets? That what you’re sayin’?”

She chuckled. “I won’t stop coming for you, Mr. Solomon. And I’m not one to be trifled with. Ask any sculler above or below. And it’ll go worse for you if you make me beg. Have a little faith, hmmmm.”

I half wondered if all these overtures of help might not be on the level. I was, after all, new to all this. But it still felt like I was being dragged into something. “I think I’ll pass.”

The four vestiges edged closer to us.

She drew her bow across her lantern again. Light flared in multiple beams, and her vestiges’ bindings brightened. I remembered Brach showing me this—a bracing stroke. The two goons with hammers rushed me. Cassius let out one hell of a shout—“Bratros!”—and hunched into a fighting stance in front of me. The vestige on the left leapt at him. Cassius drove his sword up through the vestige’s chin. The man’s eyes clenched shut, and he slumped to the ground.

The other vestige rushed me. I ducked the guy’s hammer, whipped my knife around, and stuck it in the man’s neck. The thug seemed unfazed, and was raising his hammer again, when Cassius took the guy’s hammer-arm off at the elbow, dropping him to the street.

One of the net men spun his thick-roped snare through the air. It fell down heavy around me. I tried to cut it, but the ropes were corded iron and I began to feel sluggish. My vision blurred. The netter shoved me down, gathered the ends of the net, and started dragging me toward the woman. Cassius lunged and swung his sword down on the man’s arms, severing them at the wrists. The vestige fell, convulsing and spraying blood out over the alley cobblestones.

Cassius yanked the net off me, just as the other netter bolted my way. I shot to my feet and whipped my knife around again, throwing the guy off-balance. Before he could recover, I kicked him in the gut, driving him back into the legs of the thanatist woman.

She nodded at her giant spearman and drew her bow across her lantern again. A fractured beam of light connected to the spearman’s bindings. The tall, thick-chested vestige pointed at Cassius and said, “Single combat. Your sword against my spear.”

Cassius looked over the vestiges he’d put down, frowned, then stepped over their bodies, roaring his war cry gain. The spearman let loose a cry of his own—it was like a Marshall stack turned up to eleven.

I wanted to help Cassius with thanaturgy but had no idea how. The spearman crouched.

I let out a held breath that plumed in the suddenly cold air.

From far down Flitcroft Street, a sound rose in the shadows—the heavy rhythm of something running on all fours—then a deep-throated growl. The woman and spearman whirled around and peered down the dark alley. The same massive creature that had chased me into the protection of the Iron Horse was barreling toward us.

Cassius grabbed my arm. “We need to get someplace safe.”

The woman glanced back at me with narrowed eyes under the point of her hat. “Later then, my dear.” She ordered her spearman and remaining netter to “Ready the nets.”

As the beast came on, I had an almost overwhelming desire to just lie down and give up. I was so inexperienced and powerless. Why had I ever thought I could adjust . . . I started to sit.

Cassius hauled me up by the shoulders and shook me. “You are letting it into your mind. Guard your thoughts in the presence of Strata creatures.” The thanatist struck her lantern with her bow, shooting a blinding flash of light at the shadowy beast. In the glare of it, the creature darted around her, angling toward me. “Snare it,” the woman hissed.

The spearman and netter tossed the iron nets, tangling up the beast.

Cassius shoved me in the opposite direction, sheathing his blade as we sprinted up Flitcroft Street toward Charing Cross Road.

“What the hell is going on?” I yelled.

Cassius said nothing. He got ahead of me, checked around the corner, then together we bolted onto Charing Cross Road. A few yards down we passed through the magnet-like barrier of the Iron Horse ward. Church had thought we had a few days until the ward collapsed back to the Horse. Whatever was happening seemed to be accelerating.

I needed someplace to think. Someplace loud. Loud music helped me focus. I couldn’t go to the Iron Horse in case Detective Bryant was still around. So, I led Cassius up Tottenham Court Road, staying within the boundaries of Henry’s Iron Horse Environs map, all the way to the Underworld.


CHAPTER ELEVEN



Blades are traditional, minimize vestige damage, and are good for cutting thread. Besides which, using guns would take us fast to lawlessness, tearing down the Enigma Covenant in the process. World’s not ready for that.

—Munitions clerk,

Newgate Prison, Modern Stratum

The Underworld was a metal venue located downstairs from the World’s End pub. The owner had a sense of irony, I guess.

As we got in line, I glanced down at Cassius’s sword, hanging from his hip, and gave it a tap. “I wonder what people are going to think that is. The veiled, I mean, because of this Enigma Covenant.”

Cassius looked around. “By the look of these other patrons, my guess would be a riding crop.”

I chuckled. “It’s not that kind of club.”

At the door, Bogdan, a heavyset Polish twentysomething, sat reading the score of a Wagner symphony. More symphonies were piled in his lap. He read them the way some people devour Stephen King or Lee Child.

“Jack, my man,” Bogdan said, looking up. “You were right, Wagner is amazing. Who’s your friend?”

“I am Cassius.” The centurion extended his hand.

Bogdan received a firm forearm shake. “Don’t get many of those,” he said, then turned back to me. “You need to play here again soon, man. I need to hear ‘They Always Go Away’ live.”

“Soon as I nail down the lyrics,” I told him.

He waved us by, and we started down into the venue.

Angra was playing—Brazilian act with a killer vocalist. I bobbed to the groove and let the music wash over me. The tension of the past twenty-four hours started to fade. We found a table near the back, where Cassius could mark the exits and keep an eye on the patrons, and we could hear each other speak.

Angra’s powerful music focused my mind. “What was that back there?” “It was an abduction attempt,” Cassius said.

“How do you know they weren’t trying to kill me?” I asked. “The woman was there last night just after Henry and I were shot. Maybe she came to finish the job.”

“Maybe,” he conceded. “But they did come with nets.” “The nets were iron, but seemed heavy even for that.”

“Iron robs a thanatist of his strength,” said Cassius. “Properly used, it can be as effective a weapon against thanaturgic beings as living flame, black blades, and well-tuned bows.”

“So, what kind of ‘thanaturgic being’ was that thing coming up the alley?”

“I do not possess a thanatist’s sight to discern such things, but if I were to guess . . .” Cassius pressed his lips tightly together, his brow drawing into lines. When he spoke again, I got the feeling he’d chosen not to speculate. “But you can be sure the woman had come to take you alive, else she would not have stopped the creature.”

“Okay, but why abduct me, then?”

He looked me over. “I suspect your relationship to your friend has marked you. It is not uncommon for a thanatist to abduct another thanatist and exploit them to some advantage.” He paused for a moment. “I have been a part of such details myself. It is a game of chess . . . though some of us are but pieces on the board.”

“Because vestiges exist only to serve, that it?” I leaned toward him. “I told you, man, you don’t owe me anything.”

The centurion lifted a hand and showed me his glowing bracelet. “The binding is yours. And so long as I wear it, I will protect you. But you also need to understand that thanatists do not rush into battle. You are to direct and support and strategize. Please leave the sword-work to me. A well-meaning amateur is more a hindrance than a help.”

“I’m not exactly an amateur.” I didn’t want to get into that just now. “Besides, one against six is bad odds. And you may recall that I saved your ass yesterday.”

He held up a finger. “First, you need not resort to invective to express yourself.” He held up a second finger. “And second, it is also true that I saved your ass yesterday.”

We shared a quick laugh.

“In all seriousness,” said Cassius, “thanaturgic engagement rules stipulate that vestiges may not harm a thanatist if they are not directly engaged. However, once engaged, a vestige is within its rights to fight back. So, leave the close work to me. I have trained for this kind of thing for centuries.”

I pointed at the sword hanging on his hip. “Are you telling me the outfit is real?”

“The outfit,” he replied, “is the uniform given me when I joined Caesar’s Ninth Legion. The sword, though, is made of black iron, the best metal against any form of thanaturgy.”

Angra’s singer hit an insanely high note in their tune “Carry On.” I paused to listen before asking, “You fought for Caesar?”

“I was born in a small village in what you today call Belgium. My family belonged to the Atuatuci people.”

“Germanic tribe,” I said.

Cassius’s brows rose. “And part of Gaul. But few know this. Are you a historian?”

“I dig history,” I said, “but your accent helped.”

Cassius glanced at the doors. “All my people’s men served to defend our homes, our customs. Then, one day, we learned the Romans were coming. We knew we had to make a stand; otherwise, all Gauls and Celts would bow to Rome. So, my people gathered provisions and retreated to the citadel, but Caesar’s legions arrived with siege engines. They killed four thousand before we surrendered. The rest, more than fifty thousand, were sold into slavery.”

Cassius turned to watch the band, but I could tell he was ruminating. “I found a commander in the Ninth Legion,” he continued, “and convinced him I was of better use to the empire with my sword than as slave labor. I then bartered my oath of loyalty for the freedom of my parents, wife, and children, only to learn that a few days later they were all burned in our home while they slept . . . by the same commander who received that oath.”

His eyes focused again on me. “I was assigned to train gladiators for arena combat in Londinium. I drove slaves to fight and die to entertain the aristocracy.”

“You’ve been in London since the beginning? How’d you die?”

“I took the place of a slave in an unfair contest.” He held up a finger again. “One against ten.”

He and I were both guys who hated bad odds. “So, you wound up a semblance in the Strata.”

Cassius nodded. “A Shiguan thanatist gave me a powerful body, good home, then set me to work as a member of his personal guard, killing vestiges in battle against other thanatists.” He frowned and his eyes grew distant.

It was an amazing story, but something still wasn’t adding up for me. “If you were so valuable to him, how’d you wind up needing my help to reset your bindings?”

He didn’t say anything for several moments. “After centuries of killing—and twenty-seven different binders—I had had enough. I decided I would either find a thanatist to assist in some new capacity, or I would let my bindings fail and slip into the Strata as a cipher—losing all memory did not seem such a bad fate for a man like me. Either way, I could not continue to be who I had become. So, I fled.”

The loud music filled the heavy silence that fell between us.

Cassius’s story sounded familiar. Not the specifics, but the idea of being trapped between two crappy choices, needing a way out and feeling powerless to find it. I’d lived in that kind of prison for years—a life in my father’s street crew, or resented and abandoned in my parents’ home. Torn between those choices, I’d done things I wasn’t proud of until I realized one important truth. Fingering the hair ties on my left wrist, I said, “There’s a third option.”

Cassius stared at me but said nothing.

“Look.” I guess I was going to get into it after all. “I grew up in a gang family. Every day there were turf fights. People died. Friends died. My old man and my brothers pushed me to join. And I considered it, you know. Getting revenge, fighting back. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Made home life a living hell. My mom hated it, too, and eventually took off.”

“Your mother left you alone in this house of violence?” Cassius asked. I took in the music for long moment. “Next day at the library, I stood there waiting for her to roll up in the old Dodge. She never liked me walking home through the neighborhood alone. I must have waited three hours before I remembered she was gone.” “I am sorry to hear this, Jack.”

“It was a long time ago. But I knew that, without Mom around, Dad would eventually kick me out if I didn’t join him and my brothers. I was probably headed that way, if I’m honest. I certainly lost count of the fights I had just living in those streets. So, until I get some thanaturgic catalysts and learn how to use them . . . Well, I know how to fight, use a knife, guns, what have you. But the more important thing is that before I got sucked into street life, I found metal.”

Cassius looked over at Angra, slamming out some heavy rhythms, then back at me.

“I don’t mean just the music. I mean the people, too. They took me in. Made me feel connected, strong. It started in a moldy basement, of all places.” I could smell Chuey’s wet laundry even now. “And I felt it again the very first time I stepped foot in the Iron Horse.”

“Neutral ground,” Cassius said.

“It’s more than that. The people there”—I thought a moment—“they’ve got your back.”

Cassius seemed momentarily at a loss for words. “Jack,” he finally said, “it is a beautiful thing, this community you describe. But you need to remember what has happened these last few hours. Someone shot you and your friend Henry. Clearly, it was planned. And whoever did it seems to want the Iron Horse, whose protections are receding, Henry hasn’t returned yet, and we don’t have enough swords to stand a real fight to save it. Like my people’s small citadel against the Roman army, it will be crushed. You need to accept either fighting a losing battle or be ready to capitulate . . . the way I did.”

I shook my head. “You can be who you were before, Cassius. Henry looked into the face of his shooter and told even him that, ‘There’s always a choice.’ So, no way, man, there’s always a third option. We just need to find yours.”

Cassius half smiled—he wasn’t really buying what I was selling.

Angra’s guitarist started the first few broken chords of their hit “Rebirth.” The fans pumped their fists, chanting in time with the music. They were part of it. Something big and unstoppable. That’s what I’d wanted to do, to be—someone who could write songs that made you feel like everything would somehow be okay. Songs that would last . . .

“Your face,” said Cassius, breaking the spell. “Something gets into your face when you are listening to this music. What is it?”

“Probably the dream I’ve been chasing most my life,” I said, though it seemed to be slipping away. I was thirty-three, no band, and still washing dishes.

Cassius listened, subtly nodding his head to the music. “I may not understand your metal music, but the chanting reminds me of our war cries. Beautiful and terrifying.”

“Back in the alley you shouted ‘Bratros.’ That your war cry?” “Indeed, Jack.”

“What’s it mean?” I asked.

Cassius’s eyes seemed to be seeing something I couldn’t. “Brothers,” he said.

Just then Maggie bustled up. Best waitress in Camden. She had an encyclopedic memory for drinks, occasions, bands, faces. She also believed in ice. I’d found ice rare outside the States. She put two glasses of ice water down in front of us. The other rarity tonight was that she was wearing a branded Underworld polo and name badge instead of her usual Judas Priest T-shirt.

“What’s with the getup?” I asked.

“Patty just sold the place. Big money. So”—she tugged at her shirt—“looking the part.” Then she leaned in close. “Did you hear about Angela DuFresne?”

I was about to ask who that was when I remembered she was the girl I’d talked up onstage the previous night at the Horse. “What?”

“Dead. Bobbies say she was attacked by some kind of animal. Thing trashed all her gear, too, except her guitar, apparently.”

“Holy . . .” I felt like the wind had just been sucked out of me. My fingers started trembling on the table. I lowered my hands and stuffed them under my thighs. I could still hear her music.

“When was this?” Cassius asked.

“Earlier tonight, outside the Fighting Cocks. She’d just finished playing a show there.” Maggie dabbed her eyes with a rag and slipped away from us to make her rounds.

Cassius and I sat and listened to the band for about five minutes after that, sipping water that tasted like it was straight from the Thames. No way the attack on Angela was a coincidence; I just couldn’t figure out how it might fit. Then I remembered the stone and pulled it out of my pocket. “Any idea what this is?”

Cassius shook his head.

I rolled it around in my palm. “I need to find the woman who gave me this. She handed it to me outside the Horse, just a couple of hours before Henry and I were shot. I think she might know who did it.”

Cassius gently touched the stone. “I know someone who can help.”

“Yeah, who’s that?”

“How long has it been since you attended church?”

That caught me off guard. I hadn’t been inside a church since my last prayer about Mama at St. Frances Cabrini when I was thirteen. Those prayers had never worked out, and I’d stayed away from any kind of chapel for twenty years.

But people were dying or missing, so if Cassius thought going back to church—just once—might help me figure out why, then maybe I could suck it up.

I took in one last scream from Angra’s singer, stood up from the table, then Cassius and I headed up the stairs out of the Underworld.


CHAPTER TWELVE



Thanatists must be discreet in the world above and avoid interfering with the politics, religion, or the daily lives of the veiled—humans who have no knowledge of thanaturgic realities.

—The Enigma Covenant, Precedent Law, Rule Six

Westminster Abbey looked majestic in the glow of floodlights under the midnight sky. Its gothic spires and immense vaulted windows pointed heavenward while its great marble stones anchored it stoutly to the earth. If God had a house, this might well be it. Cassius led us to an inconspicuous after-hours entrance on the southwest corner, near the Dean’s Yard, and peered up into a security camera.

Two minutes later, a priest in his early fifties with salt-and-pepper hair and broad shoulders, wearing a simple black shirt, opened the door and waved us inside. The door shut behind us with an echoing boom. Without a word, he motioned us to follow.

It was hard to take that first step, and I froze. The priest circled back. “Been a while?” “Yeah,” I said. “It’s complicated.”

He nodded. “Well, given that Cassius has brought you here, let me suggest that for tonight you just think of Westminster as a place to honor the dead. Nothing more, nothing less.”

I could do that. And after we got moving, an unexpected reverence came over me. We were inside London’s most famed burial ground, of course. But it was more than that. I felt like I belonged in a way I hadn’t before. Maybe because I’d died and come back.

On our left, we passed a cloister lit by starlight; the grass had been newly cut around a softly gurgling fountain. We turned left down a vaulted concourse and left again into the south aisle. The ceilings here rose a hundred fifty feet in the central nave above two rows of white-and-brown marble pillars and a stone patchwork flooring.

We passed Poets’ Corner. Dim lights shone on memorials—reliefs, statues, filigreed stone tiling—to Lewis, Chaucer, Shakespeare, Dickens, and above them the relief of Handel reposed in thought. Alone in Westminster, our hushed steps brushed up against their monuments like deference.

A neatly swept pile of rubble lay on the ground in front of them. I hummed a melody from Messiah as I stepped over it toward the broad, intricately tiled floor before the High Altar, behind which gold figures of saints and Salviati’s Last Supper gleamed in the dim light of a few foot lamps. Tall, thick, unlit candles stood all around.

The priest stopped just before the altar steps and turned to face us. In the murky lamplight, the deep wrinkles at the corners of his eyes left him looking haggard. His shadow fell on the marble floor almost like a human’s.

“Long night.” The priest’s words reverberated in the vacant abbey like a dutiful, tired song. Then he fixed his gaze on my companion. “Cassius.”

“John,” the centurion replied.

They clasped forearms. The priest’s arm flexed, revealing more muscle than I’d expect from a man of the cloth. His broad shoulders pulled his shirt tight over his chest. His physique reminded me of bouncers at black-metal shows—guys who had to buy an XXXL to fit up top, making the shirt fall long, to pocket bottoms. He squared his massive shoulders on me and extended a hand. “I’m Father John Kincaid,” he said. “Came across the Asphodel Meadows, did we?”

I’d pretty much come to accept this impossibility. I could hardly deny it after struggling back from the plain of statues only to be attacked twice. But hearing a priest say it so matter-of-factly made it real in a way it hadn’t been before.

“Jack Solomon,” I replied, shaking his hand. “And how did you know?” “Are you familiar with the Enigma Covenant yet?” he asked.

I pulled out Henry’s field manual. “Yeah. From this and a handful of other books.”

He nodded. “Then you know the Enigma peels back if a human is too often exposed to thanaturgic death or even mortal threat by thanaturgic hands. I’ve had more than my share of both.”

“Well,” I said, “if it wasn’t the Asphodel Meadows, it was one hell of a dream.” Kincaid grimaced slightly. “If you’re going to use the word ‘hell’ in my company, please be sure you mean it.” He paused. “And where you went is not hell, my friend. You may trust me on that.” I put my manual away. “Fair enough.”

“In fact,” he went on, “unlike hell, with the right concentration, a thanatist can see the Meadows virtually anytime. Is that why you’ve come? Seeking clarity about your new state?”

I needed to trust this guy before I shared my story. “So, how did you and Cassius meet?”

Kincaid smiled wanly at the centurion. “We fought together years ago—common enemy sort of thing. But I’ve put that part of my life behind me. I mostly counsel now, providing the direction and wisdom of the Church to keep this place safe.”

I surveyed the Abbey. “Are you telling me that Anglican Church leaders believe this thanaturgy stuff?”

“Those of us who act as its stewards do,” Kincaid said.

“There some kind of collusion going on between the Church and the thanaturgic world?”

“Quite the opposite,” Kincaid said. “Most thanatists don’t concern themselves with the well-being of semblances or souls.” He pointed at the stone mosaic on the floor. “Do you know what this is?”

I looked down at the broad, intricate stonework. “Some kind of map?” “It’s a Cosmati Pavement,” the priest said reverently. “Throughout the mosaic, there are symbols and inscriptions describing our world and its end.” “Laid by Roman masons,” Cassius added. “The Cosmati family.” “What does that have to do⁠—”

“Look around you,” Kincaid said, with a wave of his strong hand. “What do you know about the necromantic element of thanaturgy that would connect it with this place?”

“You need a physical form to bind a spirit.” The books made that much clear.

“And here we have the largest collection of physical matter—bones mostly—from this country’s greatest minds, artists, ecclesiastics, and royalty. I make it a point to know the past of each one.”

“So, you’re protecting them?” I asked. “I thought it was the semblance or soul that houses the personality.”

“That’s mostly true,” said Kincaid. “But a spirit’s original body possesses a trace amount of its soul—call it DNA—and some thanatists have found, hidden deep in the Strata, a way to reconstitute flesh from bone. Imagine restoring the body of Shakespeare. Then imagine if you had the Bard’s actual semblance to bind it with. The result would be more than a vestige.”

“Actual resurrection?” I asked.

Kincaid shook his head. “I wouldn’t call it that. The being still answers to its binder.”

“Okay,” I said, scanning the burial markers, “but I thought most of these were just memorials, not actual graves.”

Kincaid shared a look with Cassius, who said, “Jack can be trusted.” Seeming satisfied, Kincaid explained, “That’s what we tell the public, and the thanaturgic community, for obvious reasons. The wisdom, art, and moral authority that a thanatist could claim would, in the wrong hands, hasten the end-times foretold in the Cosmati Pavement. This is why we protect Westminster . . . though, just this evening, raiders did break into the abbey.”

The rubble we stepped over. “They get anything?” Kincaid shook his head. “We’re not sure.”

“Do you know who it was?” I asked. “We’re still assessing,” he said.

A short silence fell between us.

“Jack,” said Cassius, breaking the quiet, “like you, John can be trusted.

Perhaps it is time to confide in him?”

My centurion friend hadn’t sung a false note yet, but he didn’t know what he was asking. I’d tried talking through private things with the priest at St. Frances Cabrini when I was a kid. Stuff about Mama leaving. Probably wasn’t fair, but I’d kind of held him responsible for the heavens going silent on me about it all. I’d trusted him and felt let down. And while this was a world apart from that, it brought up memories I didn’t want to revisit. The kid inside me said I could figure it out on my own, the way I’d done back then.

Seeming to sense my reluctance, Cassius added, “John is not only a priest, Jack. He knows the tensions between the world above and the world below. Perhaps more than that, he is honorable. You may trust me on that.”

I didn’t have a lot of options—not with the clock ticking on Henry, anyway. More than that, I strangely did already trust Cassius. So, I gave Kincaid a rundown on what had happened to me and Henry and everything since, holding back only Henry’s journal—I didn’t feel right sharing that just yet.

“Henry Wilkinson,” Kincaid said, rubbing his chin. “I haven’t heard that name in a long time.”

“You know Henry?” I asked.

Kincaid rolled back his left sleeve and tapped a Stryper tattoo. “Met him in ’87 when Stryper put on a midnight show at the Horse after playing the Hammersmith.”

“To Hell with the Devil Tour.” Guess this priest was all right. Kincaid nodded. “Henry and I were close until the events at St. Paul’s.

Even still, I pray he returns safely to you. If he does, it won’t have been easy.”

Henry had mentioned St. Paul’s in his journal, but I left it alone for now. I just wanted him back. “You mean crossing the Meadows?”

“After each death, the journey back is much more difficult,” said Kincaid. “But if the thanatist does make it back, they return with much more power. That’s the practical reason for Precedent Law against killing a thanatist—avoidance of creating powerful enemies. Which means that any thanatist willing to violate Precedent to kill Henry must have wanted him dead very badly.”

Staring down at the Cosmati Pavement, I asked, “You think what happened here tonight could be connected to what happened to Henry?” “Maybe,” Kincaid said. “Though this is hardly the first attack on the

Church in my time here.”

I was more desperate than ever to find Henry. We needed him back at the Iron Horse before all hell broke loose. I dug the stone from my pocket and held it toward the priest. “Do you know what this is? I haven’t been able to find anything about it in my books.”

Kincaid took the stone and held it up to the light. “That’s because its use is banned. You’d only find mention of it in apocryphal writings. It’s called a dowsing stone. Think of it like a location marker. Thanatists once used them to communicate location between our world and the Strata. When lit by living flame, the stone will guide you to a specific place. And once the stone is lit, its creator will know you have accepted their invitation and are en route.”

I took the stone back. “Living flame. Real fire, you mean.” “Yes.” Kincaid eyed me close. “Who gave this⁠—”

I held up a hand, stopping him. His breath had started to cloud in the air between us. A deep, sonorant growl rumbled through the vaulted chamber.

Kincaid stepped past me, toward the nave. “Either our raiders have returned . . . or you’ve led something here.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN



A thanatist may impart a small measure of his soul to mend and bind vestiges in his care. Exercise caution, however, as spiritual debt results from repeated impartings.

—Thomas of London, “Spiritual Affordance”

Out of the Westminster shadows skulked the creature that had twice chased me from my home. I had no word for it. Beast? Monster? Nightmare? I settled on “hellhound.”

The hellhound opened its massive jaws. Drool oozed from its mouth over three rows of long, razor-like teeth. Corded muscles flexed beneath its bloodied fur, which was even more torn and ragged than before. Its flesh and bones seemed to be outgrowing its skin.

The hound hunched and looked us over. It growled, the sound vibrating in the stone of the abbey. The foot lamps flickered and dimmed. And I began to feel an overpowering urge to rush this damned thing.

“Come on, you son of a bitch!” I pulled my knife, surging with rage, imagining how I’d gut this thing, and started toward it without help or a plan. Cassius grabbed my shoulder and shook me, jolting me from my trance. “Jack, you must steel your mind against it. Concentrate on how to defeat the enemy and be ready to cut its bindings.”

It had gotten inside my head again. I should have known better this time. Me and my knife alone against this thing was crazy.

“And me without my rods,” Kincaid muttered, edging toward the High Altar.

“Spread out,” I told Cassius, stepping to the right—we needed to divide its attention.

A brutal roar tore from the hellhound’s throat, echoing up into the vaulted ceiling. Plaster rained down from the dome. Cassius shouted “Bratros,” which seemed only to anger the beast, and it leapt at him, jaws snapping.

The centurion danced to the left and stabbed the hound in its side. The beast’s flesh tore open with a wet ripping sound. The creature shrieked and whipped its back end around, throwing Cassius against a marble pillar. His head slammed against the stone, but he kept his feet.

The hound then turned and prowled closer to me. Its matted fur reeked of sewage and blood. In the dim light of the floor lamps, I couldn’t see its bindings. I needed living flame.

“Kincaid, can you light the candles?”

“Got it.” The priest dug an old Zippo from his pocket and began to light the candles around the Cosmati Pavement.

The hound lowered its head, bared its teeth, and leapt at me. Cassius rushed in and thrust his sword at the beast’s throat, nicking its neck. It scrambled back, roared, and charged again, snapping at Cassius, then lunging at me again. I backpedaled and slammed into a wood bench.

I thought I was dead meat, but the hound jerked to a stop. Cassius was clutching the beast by its rear legs. He wrenched the hound back, its claws scoring the Pavement as it tried to scrabble toward me.

Kincaid lit more candles. In the light now beaming from the High Altar I could see, buried in the matted fur of the beast’s neck, a silver-and-black rope—its binding—and on the floor near my feet, its shadow, shimmering grey and rimmed by a thin violet halo. That shadow pulled at me, until I recognized a part of its pattern—gleam notes flashing, two going down then going up—like a small portion of my own.

I was still staring down when the hound tore away from Cassius and whirled on him, too close for him to slash or stab with his sword. He drove the pommel down on the beast’s snout, knocking it to the floor. Blood spurted out over the Pavement as the creature howled and rolled toward the altar.

“I need more room,” I told Cassius.

The centurion thrust his sword at the beast’s face and shuffled to the left, drawing the hound away.

I circled around behind it, whispering to Kincaid to grab a candlestick and be ready to throw it to Cassius. The priest picked up a thick brass candlestick about the length of a Little League bat, ripped off the candle, and held the base ready.

The hound growled and snapped viciously at Cassius’s legs. The centurion danced clear as I slowly edged to the beast’s blind side.

Then I screamed, “Come get me!”

The hellhound spun its massive head and glared at me. “Well, come on.”

Blood and spit dripped from its teeth and tongue. It shifted around, its huge paws scraping the stone floor.

Cassius sheathed his sword and readied his hands. I nodded to Kincaid, who then threw Cassius the candlestick.

No way I could stab this thing to death. I backed away, holding my knife up in pitiful defense. I just needed to cut that binding collar.

The hound crept toward me.

“Take its back,” I said. “Then pull the candlestick into its mouth like a bridle.”

Cassius nodded.

I then let out a guttural death-metal scream, antagonizing the beast. And when the hound roared back, Cassius leapt, pulling the candlestick into its wide-stretched maw. The hound’s mouth clanged shut around the brass rod, but Cassius yanked the candlestick back, breaking teeth and ramming it into the hound’s jaw joint. The creature thrashed against the metal rod, but Cassius held it firm. I dashed in and sliced at its binding collar with my knife. No dice. The blade careened off without cutting a single strand.

The beast hissed and managed to flip itself around to face Cassius. I jumped on its back, grabbing the collar with my left hand. The hound bucked, but I hung on and started to saw at the rope. Still nothing.

“What am I doing wrong?” I shouted.

Cassius held the creature back with the candlestick as it bit at him. “Steel won’t sever a thanaturgic bond.”

So much for that idea.

The hound roared and kicked. Cassius raked the candlestick hard against the back of its throat, gagging the thing. Shards of bloody teeth clattered to the marble floor, but the hound tore the candlestick from Cassius’s grip and whipped it away. Then it reared, slashing out with its front legs and driving Cassius hard to the ground. The beast then began swinging its head like a bull clearing brush with its horns.

Growling low and licking blood from its muzzle, it crept in on Cassius, who lay face down on the Cosmati Pavement.

I had no good weapons for this fight, but while it might get me killed, I wasn’t going to just let Cassius get mauled while he was down—the way my brother Dan had died.

I launched myself onto its back again. It bucked and thrashed, nearly throwing me off, its teeth gnashing the air next to my head and arms. But I dug my fingers deep into its bloody fur and hung on for dear life.

With a moment to recover, the centurion pushed himself to his feet and rushed in, burying his blade deep in the hound’s chest. The beast slumped and I rolled onto the floor. The hound sprawled to its belly, blood spurting from its wound. It tried to scrabble to its feet, but Kincaid came running in and kicked it in the side so hard that bones cracked. The beast howled, staggered to its feet, and crept away beyond the cloister. Cassius took two steps after it, then dropped to his knees in a puddle of blood.

Kincaid stood panting, facing the cloister. “I won’t be caught again without my rods.”

I leaned against a pillar to catch my breath. Whatever the hell that thing was, it had almost taken my head off. I’d be dead without Cassius and Kincaid. Took a few minutes to get my hands to stop shaking.

Fighting another guy was one thing, even if it was a knife fight. But this . . . it was like something out of a deathcore song.

“End of the world, huh?” I gestured at the blood-splattered mosaic.

Two priests rushed in from behind the altar, swords in hand. They shared a look with Kincaid, turned back behind the altar, and returned with a pair of mops and some wet towels. The priests handed us a couple of the towels to clean ourselves off, then set to mopping the Cosmati Pavement.

“Is this a regular occurrence for you?” I asked the priest. “No,” Kincaid answered.

I held up my knife and snapped it shut. “I couldn’t cut its bindings.”

Kincaid looked around at the candles. “I assumed you had a khopesh . . . uh, a thanatist’s blade.”

“I figured a knife’s a knife.”

Cassius wiped his sword clean. “You need proper gear, Jack.”

Kincaid shook his head. “Even then, I’m afraid that creature was no simple vestige.”

“No?”

“No, Jack,” said Kincaid. “That, God save us, was a wraith.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN



When a thanatist perishes, his vestiges’ bindings will lose potency in due course unless renewed by another thanatist.

—William Payne,

“Authority and Demise: Relational Bonds”

Wraith . . .

Even the word fired something inside me, something I hadn’t felt before. Part of it was reverence, like the feeling of Westminster around us with all its graves and history. But part of it was a dread I couldn’t explain.

“Did you know it was a wraith?” I asked Cassius.

Cassius finally sheathed his blade. “Unlike you and John, I do not possess the gift to peer into the shadow of a thing to divine its nature. But I have fought my share of Strata creatures, so that would have been my guess.”

I’d have to dig into the book the raptorial Lakshmi had given me about wraiths when I got the chance. “And you’ve fought these things before?”

“Four of the many binders I have served since old London have been darkthreaders—thanatists who hunt and bind wraiths and other Strataforms conceived in the Endless Dark.”

I’d read about the Dark and pulled out Henry’s field manual.

“The Endless Dark is a kind of primordial substance from which the Strata are formed, right?”

“Not exactly.” Kincaid mopped his face with a towel and turned toward me. “When a person dies, if their soul doesn’t move on it arrives in the Endless Dark as a semblance. Most semblances leave the Dark, seeking to add their light to other semblances, which builds and sustains the Strata. But some semblances remain inside the Dark. Their need isn’t for community, but to satisfy an obsession. And they feed that obsession by hunting and consuming other semblances. With each kill they become more dangerous, and usually more insane.”

That bothered me. “When I looked into its shadow . . . I thought I saw something familiar.”

Kincaid crossed the Cosmati Pavement and hunkered down in front of me. “What did you see, Jack?”

“Part of its shadow had a pattern”—I paused, seeing it in my mind—“that shimmered like my own.”

He put a hand on my shoulder. “You’re sure?” “I read it like notes on a piece of music,” I said.

“Thanatists see shadows differently,” Kincaid said with a sigh. “But regardless, their rebirth creates a surge of power that opens a brief door into our world. It’s not uncommon for a thanatist’s return to call a wraith to the surface.”

I remembered the night of the attack outside Henry’s flat. “Just after I crawled back from the Meadows, there was a flash of light and a smell of ozone. Maybe five seconds later, the wraith showed up.”

“If such a summoning occurs,” the priest continued, “whatever emerges does so precisely because it shares something in common with the thanatist. It can then use that connection to track you. It has your scent, you might say.”

“Wonderful.” I stared off in the direction the hound had fled. “But who bound it?”

“In such cases,” Kincaid explained, “the wraith is spontaneously bound to the closest living animal or human. Its bands are more etheric than those created by a thanatist, but they’re just as real, and can only be cut with the proper blade.”

“It is not bound to you, Jack,” Cassius added, “but you and this wraith share something in common. So, if it ever finds you again, it will know how to really hurt you.” He tapped his chest. “Inside.”

“Perfect. Any good news for me while you guys are at it?”

“Your instincts were right with the candles,” Kincaid offered. “Living f lame can show much to a thanatist’s eyes. You’ll want to cultivate that skill.”

With the candles burning around us, I looked down at the priest’s shadow again. Around the distinct human darkness, I now noticed a thin gold rim—different in hue and depth from thanatist gold. Interestingly, there was just one occlusion—the shape of a steer’s horn held by supplicating hands.

“You’re not a thanatist, but you’re more than human,” I said. “And your shadow doesn’t have many occlusions?”

“I’m a holy man,” Kincaid said, smiling. “I do my share of repenting and forgiving.”

“Good advice for us all,” added Cassius.

Kincaid handed me his Zippo. “This may help until you’ve secured proper catalysts.”

“Thanks.” I pocketed the lighter. “If this wraith has consumed other souls, would it be considered an old soul?”

Kincaid’s brows jumped. “That’s not something a holy man can see.

Why do you ask?”

I finally told him about Henry’s journal entry and his search for an old soul to renew the ward.

“What you’re describing, Jack, is an ancient sacrament,” said Kincaid. “A parcel of land is made inviolate when it’s imbued with a collection of souls that has persisted over time. In scripture and historical texts, it’s why they’re often referred to with the pronoun we. In thanaturgic terms, it would be referred to as a mature wraith.”

“Then you can help us?” I asked.

“An immature wraith—a single soul—is formidable, but mindless in its obsession. A mature wraith, on the other hand, is self-aware, possessed of its own will.” Kincaid sighed again. “Beyond finding and subduing such a powerful entity, you’ll need to understand how to bind it to the area in question. Our archives here are extensive, but won’t be of any help. The arcana you seek is both apocryphal and forbidden.”

I half smiled. “You have any idea how many times I’ve had a priest tell me he has no answer for my question?”

Kincaid laughed out loud. Cassius and I joined in, our voices echoing loudly around the abbey for a few moments before fading. The adrenaline of the fight faded with them, and a wave of reality washed over me. I’d just fought a wraith and barely escaped with my life. Now I was talking about performing an ancient sacrament with a wraith of many souls.

It felt like a death sentence. But I couldn’t walk away from the people who were counting on me, and that included Henry. Still, I was armed with little more than a lot of reading, an old Zippo, and a useless knife. We needed help.

On instinct, I pulled out the Zippo, thumbed it to life, and held it up to the dowsing stone. The rune in the stone brightened; it looked like a small infinity symbol, but incomplete at the apex of each loop. From it a pinprick of light flared down to the floor.

“You wish to go now?” Kincaid asked. “I need answers,” I replied.

Kincaid took a candle from the High Altar and led us past the Great Cloister to a door. He keyed the lock and took us into a cold chamber with a low, vaulted stone ceiling. The room had few furnishings: a small stone altar set with rows of votive candles, a bench, a high table laden with a few books, and a wooden chest against the right wall with an unlit lantern on it.

“The oldest part of the abbey,” he explained. “The Pyx Chamber, sacristy of Edward the Confessor, built in 1066, the year that changed all of England. The Doomsday Book used to sit right there.” He pointed at the altar with his candle. The dim light illuminated guards sitting perfectly still in the corners of the room. Each man held a long, thin, dark blade in his lap. With their dark leathers and hoods, and black wraps around the lower halves of their faces, they looked like executioners.

“Guardians of our steps into the Strata,” said Kincaid. “And our steps are only available to friends of the Abbey.”

Kincaid led us to a corner of the chamber just past the wooden chest, where an unremarkable stone staircase led down into the dark. “Have you been into the Strata?” he asked me.

I shook my head.

“It can take time to acclimate to the descent, so tonight I’ll lead you down.” “Priests can travel the Strata?” I asked.

“I’m also a wayfinder,” Kincaid replied, “able to lead others into the Strata, much like a thanatist. Where the soul is concerned, though, my call is to comfort and replenish.”

“At which,” Cassius added, “John is expert.”

Kincaid thanked him. “Listen, Jack, it’s one thing to have been reborn a thanatist, and even study to understand what that means. But it’s another thing entirely to enter the Strata. It can change you. Just the descent will force you to remember things you’ve likely put away.”

“Like childhood trauma?” I forced a laugh.

Kincaid didn’t join me. “I understand wanting to find the owner of the dowsing stone, figure out what happened to Henry, but you need to understand that going into the Strata is . . . Well, it can be difficult, especially in the beginning. Don’t push yourself.”

“Got it.” I didn’t though. Not really. And I kept going back over all my hum-reading in my head, searching for some tidbit that might suggest another way to the answers we needed. Because the changes were coming so fast, and I didn’t need to be revisiting parts of my own past.

But when he offered me his hand, I took it. Then with Cassius at my back, and feeling a bit like Dante must have felt, I began my descent down the stairs into the Strata.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Only a mature wraith can walk between strata, as they are possessed of more thanaturgic abilities than less mature wraiths.

—Sir Robert Moray, Clavis Necronomica,

Cython Archives

The stairwell from the Pyx Chamber descended into utter darkness. Only Kincaid’s candle gave us any light. The priest’s firm hand led me down, while Cassius’s heavy steps echoed behind. The scent of musty stone was thick, as if the cellar were sweating under the sheer weight of Westminster Abbey.

The dark folded around me like a silk sheet, caressing my skin with a light touch. It had a cool feeling, too, like bedsheets in winter when you first climb beneath the covers. More than that, though, it felt like it knew my past. Still, my gut churned with the same excitement I got walking onstage for a gig.

Soon, the darkness below us began to soften—charcoal grey, then silver grey, then hazy white. The deeper we went, the more my head and stomach clenched with the old pressure. Pain throbbed behind my eyes, my vision blurred, memories erupted in my head . . .

. . . I light my candle and kneel before a statue of Mary at St. Frances Cabrini—right where I used to kneel with Mama every Sunday. “Dear God,

I been here every week since Mama left, praying to be with her again. Why don’t you hear me . . .”

At last, Kincaid led us onto a stonework floor. It was the Pyx Chamber again, but different. Candles burned atop small altar tables around the perimeter of the room. Guards still sat in the corners but were thinner and unshaven, and armed with short spears. They nodded to us as we arrived. I quickly let go of Kincaid’s hand and snapped my elastics. The sting didn’t help. I placed my trembling fingers against the wall to steady myself and hummed a short line from Deep Purple’s “Perfect Strangers.” That helped about as much as aspirin for a migraine. I jammed my earbuds in and booted up “Hang Tough” by Tesla. No help, which didn’t surprise me. Live music had always worked best to settle my stomach and nerves when thoughts of abandonment made my head feel like it was caught in a vise.

In my shadow I saw again the long dark scar with all its small tributaries, only just now one of those tributaries glowed a hot amber, as if it flowed with lava.

I tapped Cassius’s arm. “You don’t feel it?”

“Vestiges and semblances are mostly unaffected by the Strata,” he said. “Humans and thanatists have the worst of it because they still possess their own souls.”

“And the descent affects each of us differently,” Kincaid added, “though at first, the history of the Strata has a way of pressing at our own history, revealing more the deeper we go. You’ll need to find your own means to balance the effect.”

“I think I might know a way,” I told him.

“Before I head back up,” Kincaid said, “check your dowsing stone.”

I lit the Zippo behind the stone, and the beam of light shot left, parallel with the floor.

“Good.” Kincaid nodded. “Your appointment is here on the Modern Stratum. You won’t need lingual thread.” I’d read in Henry’s field manual that lingual thread made conversation possible between people who otherwise wouldn’t understand one another.

Just then, a short man wearing a black cassock and biretta bustled in and greeted Kincaid. “Topsiders this time? I should have liked some forewarning.”

Kincaid smiled and shook the man’s hand. “An unplanned visit, Mikael.

These are friends of mine. Please extend them your famous courtesy.”

Mikael made a show of shaking his head, before the barest of smiles caught the corner of his mouth.

Kincaid turned back to me. “You should be in no danger if you don’t try to interact too much too soon. I’d simply find whoever gave you the dowsing stone, have your meeting, and get topside again. You may use the Abbey steps for your return. Mikael can lead you up if needed.” He paused for a second and then added, “Just one last thing. Henry and I didn’t part ways on the best of terms, but he was a friend. I regret how things ended. Take this.” He handed me a small medallion of St. Jude.

“Patron saint of lost causes.”

Kincaid chuckled. “Just a token that you can present for sanctuary if you need it. Any of my brothers will accept it and notify me. Of course, in my experience, praying to a saint never hurt, either.”

I tucked the medallion into my pocket, then looked up at Mikael, who motioned us toward the chamber door. But as soon as I took a step, I stumbled, the memory of my votive swirling in my mind.

“Do you need some assistance?” Mikael asked.

Cassius put an arm around me, and we followed Mikael through the Modern Stratum’s Westminster. I dragged one hand along the stone wall to steady myself. It had solidity to it, cold and hard beneath my fingers, but it was not like rock in the world above; it was more like the idea of rock. Likewise, the reverence of graves came a bit less . . . reverent. It made me wonder if the bodies were even here anymore, if maybe mortal remains stayed in the mortal world. When we exited the Abbey, Mikael shut the door behind us without so much as a proper British “good riddance.”

I turned and looked up. Holy crap. I’d climbed down into the past, but I was looking up at the London sky. It wasn’t my London sky, but there were stars above the city lights, a crescent moon, and high, drifting clouds. The air, though, had a more acrid sting than London’s above.

Sanctuary Street was ablaze with lights—streetlamps, theater marquees, windows lit brightly from within. Cars raced along the cobbled road—a new Aston Martin, a 1950s VW bug, something bearing the name Crossley that reminded me of an old Model A, even horse-drawn buggies with loud rumbling wooden wheels, carrying men in tweed suits. All up and down the walks and plaza, people bustled or strolled or stood in groups, talking and laughing. The air was rife with the scent of food and exhaust and perfume. The whole place buzzed like a carnival, and every bit of it looked real.

I shook my head, trying to clear my sight to make sure I was seeing what I thought I was seeing.

“Take a moment to get your bearings,” Cassius said. I leaned against a lamppost for support.

“These are all artifacts of the Endless Dark,” he explained while I rested. “The Strata and its trappings are formed of it, but they are, after all, imitations.”

The nausea and dizziness rushed through me again. I doubled over on the sidewalk; the shadows of passersby bobbed along past me. They were lighter grey than even a vestige’s, and their edges were more diffuse. I didn’t see any shimmer patterns, but that would require real light.

I waved my hand toward the people around us. “Semblances?”

Cassius nodded. “Their lingering is known as the unquiet grave, which has many origins: a sense of guilt or grief, an unfulfilled dream, or even failings in life that continue to haunt them. The light of their souls forms a stratum—a picture of the past fashioned from the thoughts and memories of those who persist here.”

“A sort of collective subconscious.”

The centurion nodded again. “And as such, it is based on perception.

So, things may not always match reality.”

After a few deep breaths, I was able to at least stand up straight, though the old pressure was still moshing my head. “How far back does history on this stratum go? And how many strata are there?”

“The Modern Stratum, where we are now, stretches from the current day back to the turn of the twentieth century.” Cassius looked at me with a furrowed brow. “I recommend we speak of the other strata another time. Are you sure you’re well enough to attend this meeting with the woman who gave you the dowsing stone?”

“No, but I know how I can be,” I said. “We just need to make a quick stop on the way. My books say a semblance can see us for what we are—topsider and centurion. Should we take the back roads?”

“Strata-folk are used to seeing all manner of beings,” he replied. “Good, let’s go.”

With Cassius’s help, I crossed the street between a pair of horse-pulled carts and scooted toward a gloriously lit Methodist church. A couple was standing on the steps posing for their wedding photos.

“People get married here?” I asked. “Do they know they’re dead?” “Depends on the semblance. Like all things in the Strata, their bodies have substance. And though they are not flesh and blood, they still fight and make love and engage in recreation. But for most of them, as time winds on, their only real purpose is to try and progress beyond whatever concern or need brought them here to being with.”

“And then what?”

Cassius looked over at the newlyweds. “If they are fortunate, they will earn the chance to move on, the way souls usually do.”

“The mountain of fire.”

He nodded, and we made our way up to Piccadilly Circus. The faces of the buildings were covered with a mix of old-time broadsides, huge paper signboards, neon lights, and a few electronic billboards. Semblances, vestiges, and vehicles crammed the streets. At the corner of Regent Street St. James’s, my foot caught in a concrete gutter, and I stumbled forward. I could have sworn the gutter hadn’t been there a moment before.

Cassius caught me by the arm and stopped me from tumbling into traffic. “Be mindful where you place your feet. The geography of the Modern Stratum is unsettled.”

We headed under a bunch of neon signs—ads for The Mousetrap, The Beggar’s Opera, and A Clockwork Orange—and past a row of restaurants, the doors of which had been left open to entice passersby with savory scents of curry, basil, and garlic.

Cassius stopped in front of a beautiful building with an Egyptian-style facing—hieroglyphics around tall trapezoidal windows, etchings of pyramids and the sphinx.

“What is it?”

“Last time I was here, it was a renowned museum and art gallery,” he said. “Napoleon’s carriage from Waterloo and Haydon’s painting of Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem were here, among other treasures.”

I looked over some playbills nailed to the front pillars. “Looks like it’s more of a vaudeville hall now for cheap magic and spiritual illusions.”

“It has become a reflection of the prevailing memories that Strata-folk bring with them from the world above. Low amusements seem to be replacing art and history.”

We turned left on Wardour Street and came to building number 90, pretty much the most important music venue in all the world—the Marquee. It didn’t exist anymore topside, but in its heyday, it had hosted Jimi Hendrix, Pink Floyd, the Stones, Metallica . . . all my heroes.

Like the Iron Horse, the Marquee was a touchstone for me. I’d always wanted to see it. More importantly, just now, music roared from inside the club, thrumming in the windows of the place and pulsing out into the street. The pressure in my head eased, and I started to feel a whole lot better. A few patrons passed us, heading into the venue, wearing Winterland Led Zep T-shirts and chatting excitedly. Zeppelin’s “Immigrant Song” thumped from inside. Man, how cool would it be to live in the era when these bands were new, and their music was just hitting the streets?

Especially Zeppelin.

“You have that look again,” Cassius said. “The music helps. Do you want to go in? Perhaps perform one of your songs for them?”

I smiled and shook my head. My own songs felt farther away than ever. “I’d love that more than you know . . . but this is good enough.”

I angled into a secluded alcove and pulled out the dowsing stone, thumbed the Zippo to life, and held it up behind the gem. The thin ray of light pointed south down Wardour Street. So, we followed, weaving in and out of the crowd around the Marquee doors.

“They’re flocking in like Zeppelin fans did in the seventies,” I said as we got clear of the crowd. “But that music’s fifty years old.”

“It is not uncommon for a semblance to lose track of time.” Cassius stepped around a huge baby carriage. “In the Strata, the distant past can seem like last week. One of my previous binders—Field Marshal Henry Wilson—had assigned me to a security detail on this stratum. I once went from the appointment of Margaret Thatcher as prime minister to the arrival of German zeppelins in the First World War.”

Something about that felt pretty cool to me. “You talking about the Henry Wilson? Chief of the Imperial General Staff during World War One. The guy who got assassinated?”

“My twenty-third binder since I died in old Londinium.” Cassius tugged at his thread bracelets. “Come, we should keep moving.”

The dowsing stone led us over the Westminster Bridge. When we hit the South Bank, the streetlamps, billboards, and flashy automobiles were all gone. Smoke rose into the dim sky from piles of brick and half-standing buildings.

“The Blitz,” I whispered. “This is what the Luftwaffe did to London in World War Two. Why didn’t we see this before?”

“The north side of the river is known as ‘the Showplace.’ What you see over here is known as ‘the Dregs.’ ”

“Why the different parts of the city?”

“As semblances come and go, the shared memory of a stratum changes. Those for whom the war is still present tend to settle here, while more recent semblances prefer the Showplace. Deeper strata have fewer changes in semblance population, and so have a more stable geography.”

We walked through a district of bombed-out brick buildings into a slum of wooden shanties. Hundreds of soldiers picked through the wreckage, talked in small groups, or huddled around fires. Mangy dogs scavenged alongside the poor trash pickers. We wove through a mob of “slump” men looking for day labor near the gates of a trade union.

“Most of your Depression-era people are here, too,” Cassius added. The Dregs looked like those drawings in old Sherlock Holmes books—black sketches, silhouettes mostly, that appeared like they were drawn with the tip of a burnt match. Plenty of grimy faces, when you could see faces at all. We walked on in silence along roads lit by dim firelight.

That, and a whole lot of candles.

Most semblances here carried one. Some had placed them on piles of broken bricks or in windowsills. More than once, I saw a semblance pull theirs from a pocket, the flame lighting as they drew it out.

“The incarnation of the soul’s light,” Cassius explained. “Taken together, they give the Strata what brightness it has. Taken individually, they burn a small hope against the Endless Dark.”

A sudden flash of light and a deep-pitched note broke the quiet ahead of us.

I shared a look with Cassius. “That can’t be good.” He stared back at me, eyebrows arched.

The disturbance came from the direction we needed to go. Maybe that was a coincidence. Maybe it wasn’t.

“Only the good die young,” I said, and we started running toward it. A hundred yards down the road, another bright flash and deep-throated boom ripped through the rubble-strewn streets. Across from us, window glass from a four-story building shattered and sprayed out onto the walk. Fire shot out from the broken windows, and people inside started screaming. A semblance jumped from a third-story window with a saxophone in his hand. He thudded to the street below, badly denting his horn, but got up and walked away. Someone screamed “Wraith!” from a window near the top of the building.

Maybe this was the same wraith we’d just fought at Westminster, maybe not. Either way, we’d just barely walked away from a wraith fight. Stupid to go at another one without catalysts. Especially when we had critical things to do.

An oboist shot from the building door and tore past me, his mouth wide and screaming. “It’s killing them!”

“Screw it.” I bolted over the shattered glass, boots crunching as I raced for the door, Cassius right behind me.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN



The Convocation of Schisms may declare any thanaturgic being or schism anathema. In such a condition, Precedent protections are withdrawn, and the anathematized may be hunted and killed, and their resources seized.

—Precedent Law, Rule Seven

More wounded musicians staggered past Cassius and me out onto the sidewalk. We rushed past them, through the open door, and shot up the stairs toward the noise. Cassius drew his sword. I lit my Zippo and grabbed my knife, both of which seemed foolishly inadequate.

As we reached the landing on the third floor, the building went quiet. Cassius and I shared a look and hurried in. A semblance sat slumped over his cello; another had fallen on his bass. Two more lay on the floor, the floorboards beneath them scorched white.

Wind suddenly gusted in from the shattered front window. A door must have opened somewhere on the third floor, creating the draw. I dashed past Cassius, and he followed me to a far corner. A short set of stairs led up to an open door. We climbed up to a patio—empty—then ran to the edge of the building in time to make out a dark mass slipping away through the shadows of the rear alley.

“Was it the wraith from Westminster?” I asked.

“I could not tell.”

We hurried back to the main room and looked out the shattered window. Down on the street, a man and woman were laying out the wounded in a makeshift triage. Next to them, a young fellow was playing an elegy on the violin. Cassius picked up the bassist, I did the same with the cellist, and we carried them down the stairs and laid them with the other survivors in the road.

The woman rushed up to the bassist Cassius had just laid down and looked him over. “Dear Michael . . .”

Michael tried to speak, but the words came out garbled. He choked and coughed, then began to twist and tremble.

“Mr. Blaire,” she called to the gentleman triaging with her, “we’re losing Michael.”

Blaire came rushing over, pushing a wheelbarrow filled with books and vials of what appeared to be medicine. He gave Michael a long look, then raised his gaze to the woman. “He’s gone, Mrs. Christie. Let him go.”

Mrs. Christie snatched up a vial from the wheelbarrow and dropped to her knees beside Michael, but before she could dose him, a bright flash scorched the street beneath him, and Michael went still.

Mrs. Christie whispered, “No,” and dropped her head to his chest.

The wounded musicians lying near us in the street were crying out for help. I looked at Cassius, who could only frown. Then I remembered the eucalyptus plant I’d rejuvenated and the part in the field manual about impartation of salient memories to restore spiritual health.

Armed with that and a little instinct, I moved to the first musician and gently laid my palm on his forehead. I conjured vague memories of rehearsal rooms and sheet music. Pain shot up my arm, and he began to thrash.

“You’re killing him,” Mrs. Christie cried.

If I did nothing he would die anyway. I leaned in to try again when another flash of light scorched the ground beneath him, and he went still, too.

“Damn,” I muttered. Why hadn’t it worked?

The next player—a woman clutching an oboe—began to moan. I hurried around to her, fumbling out Henry’s field manual for a spot check on the technique—salient memories. I called to mind a Rush concert I’d been to. She started to flail her arms.

“I beg of you to stop,” said Mr. Blaire. “If they must go, let them go in peace.”

I flipped forward in the book, hoping to find more⁠—

Another bright flash. The oboist arched her back before going completely still.

Only the cellist remained. His flesh had gone slick with sweat, his eyes were shut, and he was muttering something I couldn’t make out. I looked up at Cassius again. The centurion shook his head. But I couldn’t just watch the man die, or flash away, or whatever was happening.

I knelt at his side. Salient memories. “Is he a student, teacher, or performer?”

“He’s a concert cellist,” said Mr. Blaire.

I blinked back sweat, wiped my eyes, and pulled to mind a memory of singing a show at the Whisky on Sunset. It was the one time my father ever came to hear me sing. I gave everything to that show. To make him proud. And though he never said anything to me, I heard him telling folks I was his son.

I then put a hand on the cellist’s head and let the memory go. A moment later, his chest expanded with breath and he stretched his neck as if he were waking from sleep.

When he opened his eyes, he stared up at me like I was an intruder in his bedroom. I patted his chest and told him he was going to be okay. He relaxed and took another breath.

I was still kneeling, thinking about how impossible this whole thing was, when Mrs. Christie interrupted my thoughts.

“And who exactly, may I ask, are you?”

“My name is Jack Solomon.” I extended my hand.

She took it. “You’re obviously a lamp-bearer, but not typically so.” My hand practically flopped back to my side. “I’m new⁠—”

“It’s not that,” she said, but didn’t elaborate. “In any case, thank you.”

I looked at the cellist slowly getting to his feet. “Was just trying to help some fellow musicians.”

“And not just any musicians,” added Mr. Blaire, “but the very fine Waterloo Chamber Orchestra, in residence here at the 1901 Arts Club.” He gestured to the now-windowless building.

“Music gives added meaning to our existence here,” Mrs. Christie explained.

I nodded but stayed put. The imparting had left me tired and weak. I tilted my head back, breathing. “Do either of you know anything more about these players? The attack?”

Mr. Blaire chuffed and finally set down his wheelbarrow. “These are some of the finest composers in the Strata. They were scheduled to do a selection of original pieces tonight, which is increasingly rare.”

“Why rare?” I asked.

“There’s growing pressure in the Strata to play only Shiguan compositions,” Blaire explained.

“As to the attack,” Mrs. Christie added, “that, unfortunately, has become routine of late. Thanatists parading through here, shining lanterns all about, taking semblances into service.”

I checked the dowsing stone—it pointed us south—and dragged myself to my feet again.

Cassius put a hand on my arm. “Are you sure you feel ready?”

“I’m fine,” I said, then turned to Christie and Blaire. “I’m sorry about the other two. I was just trying to help. But we’ve got to be going now.”

We made our goodbyes, accepted their thanks, and hurried on.

A block down the street, Cassius looked over his shoulder, then turned to me. “I have existed nearly two thousand years and not once have I seen such a thing as that.”

“The wraith attack?”

“A thanatist helping semblances he does not know and is not hoping to bind.” He extended a hand. I was getting the impression that Cassius shook hands a lot.

I clasped his forearm. “You’ve been hanging with the wrong crowd for too long.”

“Perhaps,” he said with a smile.

I checked the dowsing stone again. A thin streak of red light flared down Morley Street. “Come on,” I said, “let’s find this woman and get some answers.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



A thanatist can live with an open wound of the soul, but only if he has the strength and willingness to stare unflinchingly at the memories that gave it rise.

—Delma the Older, first substantiated Child of Ash

He followed the dowsing stone through the Modern Stratum Dregs toward the Imperial War Museum. The building’s tall green cupola was half gone and smoking beneath enormous white columns. A block away, I pulled Cassius to a stop.

“This could be a setup,” I said, “but I think we have to take the risk. Odds are she’s a thanatist. If things go south . . . well, Precedent says you can’t engage unless you’re attacked first.”

“When you and I met, I was prepared to have my bindings run dark,” said Cassius. “I am no longer afraid of Precedent punishment.”

I didn’t exactly like the sound of it, but I nodded. We made our way to the museum steps. The woman who’d given me the dowsing stone was leaning against the center column. She was tall and lean, wrapped in a double-breasted coat over a black turtleneck; at her collar was a necklace pendant in the shape of the Shiguan sigil. She took a step forward and greeted us. “If there’s a next time,” I said, “let’s do it without all the cryptic notes, huh?”

“I’m happy to see you, too, Mr. Solomon,” she replied.

Several vestiges stepped into view from a dark archway. Cassius put his hand on his sword.

“You knew Henry and I would be shot,” I said, gesturing at her crew. “Was it one of yours? How do I know you aren’t here to finish the job?” She sighed. “Understandable, given the circumstances. Very well.” She held up a small knife. “I formally grant you safe passage to and from this meeting. To this I bind my will.” With a well-practiced motion she pricked the meat of her thumb and flicked a small droplet of blood

toward me. It vanished in a bright flame.

“See? Perfectly safe. Now, let’s go inside, shall we?” She turned toward the archway.

After a brief pause, we followed. Cassius was stopped at the door by the woman’s vestiges.

“I don’t come without him.”

She waved a hand, and Cassius was allowed through. Once we were inside, the vestiges shut the door behind us.

“My name is Emaline.” She extended her hand, from which she’d already removed her glove.

I took it—her grip warm and soft. “May I call you Jack?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said, letting go of her hand with a bit of regret.

A few paces behind her stood a woman similarly dressed, with long, red hair in a tail. “This is Margaretha, my personal attaché. She will be joining us. Would you please follow me?”

We passed under World War II airplanes hung from the high ceiling above. Glass cases displaying armor and military uniforms lined the walls on either side. Military vehicles and tanks hulked in the gloom, some so battle-damaged that they seemed hardly more than scrap metal. Gun turrets and unexploded ordnance were on display, too.

Evidently, just looking at the displays triggered their illuminating lamps. And inside the golden light, the artifacts seemed to come alive in reenactments of their final battlefield moments—wind, sound, smells—showing how they were damaged.

I wished I’d had time to explore the whole place.

Emaline led us to the Lord Ashcroft Gallery and around to a display. She asked that Cassius and Margaretha stand a short distance away for privacy’s sake.

“Have you heard of Odette Sansom?” she asked me, indicating the display in front of us.

Next to an array of medals, artifacts, and pictures lay a few dolls. “I can’t say that I have.”

“As a child, she overcame polio and blindness. As a young woman she married and had children of her own, which she left behind to work for the Special Operations Executive during World War II. She was a housewife who became a spy and parachuted into France to fight with the French Resistance. She was one of the first women to ever receive the George Cross medal.”

I knew the George Cross. It was a big deal. “And the dolls?”

“She made them for a German priest while she was interned at the Ravensbrück concentration camp after she was captured and tortured by the Gestapo.”

Emaline looked toward a hooded lantern in the display. A holograph rose in a spray of gold light. It showed a woman strapped to a chair while the Gestapo pulled her fingernails out with pliers and stabbed her back with hot pokers.

“She never gave up the whereabouts of her comrades,” Emaline said, shutting down the holograph. “Her courage saved lives.”

“Remarkable woman,” I said.

Emaline turned to me, her face firm and beautiful in the dim lights of the glass case. “It gives me comfort to come here. It suggests that we can all outlast our captors, does it not?”

“You knew we were going to be shot,” I repeated. “Why didn’t you stop it?”

“It was beyond my power to do so,” she said. “But I am so very glad to see you alive.”

“Because you have a job for me?” I asked.

“Not only that.”

“And what about Henry? Is he alive?” I watched her closely, trying to see if she would lie to me.

Her smile faded. “I don’t know, Jack. But Mr. Wilkinson was the primary target, so they would have had extra measures in place for him.”

“Who is they?”

“The Shiguan, a schism and growing society of Strata-folk who share a mutual anger toward the world above.” She shifted her weight. “They are presided over by a Muster Brach, who personally oversaw Mr. Wilkinson’s assassination.”

I put a hand on the glass case to steady myself. “Are you okay, Jack?”

“Brach came to the Iron Horse last night asking after Henry. Bastard stood right in front of me talking about their friendship. Wanted me to join the Shiguan, to help find Henry.”

She looked surprised that I’d met him. “Clever bit of reconnaissance on his part.”

“Why would Brach kill his friend?”

“The Abyssal Steps, Jack. They can come between people, even friends.”

“What’s your play, then?” I pointed at her necklace. “Seems you’re part of the group that killed Henry.”

“I’m Mr. Brach’s urn-bearer. His right hand, if you will. I’m required, as are most Shiguan, to wear the emblem.” She pulled a cigarillo from inside her jacket and fit it to a filter.

I produced my Zippo. “Allow me.”

When I lit it, I glanced into the shadow of her chin thrown by the flame across her neck and shoulders. Crisp lines. Storm-grey shimmer. Several occlusions. And a thin aural band, not quite thanatist gold, more like amber. But deep inside her shadow, I also glimpsed something else—it was almost like seeing two shadows at once.

Before I got a clear look, she reached up and snapped the Zippo cap shut. “I’ll forgive your intrusiveness this once.”

“Sorry—”

“What you nearly saw was my primal moment,” she said. “Every soul has one, a turn that shapes who they are and what they will become.”

I’d read about primal moments in the Shadowmancy text—for some, it was a hope or passion; for others, a belief or struggle; for a wraith, it was an anger or obsession. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

“Perhaps we’ll talk more about my shadow another time.” She took a long draw on her cigarillo.

I put away my lighter and grabbed the dowsing stone. “So, your relationship to Brach, does that explain this?” I held up the stone. “And your question about what I’d do to escape a life of slavery?”

“We all wish to be master of our own fate, Jack, wouldn’t you agree?” “Brach doesn’t see it that way, though, does he?”

“His obsession with the Iron Horse has made him intolerable.” “What’s the obsession?” I asked.

Emaline stared at me for a long moment. “Revolution.”

I’ve never felt such tension from the Strata, Henry had written. “What kind of revolution are we talking about?”

“Though some of the Strata’s inhabitants are content,” she explained, “bitterness grows in a great many of them. They’re angry at the way historians and politicians and creatives have changed and weaponized history to their own advantage. Others are angry at the pillaging of the Strata by topside thanatists—the summoning of semblances, the stealing of Strata wisdom.”

“Wait a minute. Are you telling me that the dead of London’s past are going to war with its present?”

“It is far more nuanced than that, Jack. And far more dangerous.”

I could have used a good, loud Slayer tune just then. “How do you mean?” She looked around us, then back at me. “If I read you in on this, Jack, you’ll either accept my offer or you’ll become my competitor. Sharing the information could get me killed, and you along with me.”

I knew secrets had a price. It was part of why I’d left LA. But this was about Henry. “Let’s hear the offer.”

She took a long breath. “Brach doesn’t intend to just fight back against the exploitation of the past . . . he intends to rewrite London’s future.”

It took me a minute to process that. “How would he even begin to attempt such a thing?”

“The way all revolutions begin, Jack—the music of the people.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Sunlight carries many of the qualities of living flame. Thanaturgic light, however, produced by the burning of ghost stone, lays the soul most bare.

—Thomas Blood, Amplitude of Light and Shadow

In the dim light of the Lord Ashcroft Gallery, I stared back at Emaline, my mind racing with songs of protest and war, music that had changed attitudes and beliefs and set the stage for bigger changes, like peace . . .and tyranny.

Brach had waltzed into the Iron Horse, asked me to try to put an end to certain kinds of songs, and talked about the types of songs he approved of—common truths.

“Son of a bitch,” I said. “How does Brach intend to use music for his war?” “He hasn’t told us much,” said Emaline. “But he knows that new perspectives usually come to people first by way of music.”

“Brach fed us a load of crap about the degenerate behaviors inspired by topside music. But he also told us about a song Henry wrote for his daughter who’d died. He seemed to think that was the right kind of song.”

Emaline glanced at the dolls in the glass case. “Have you heard about the Kindertransports?”

“Yeah.” The Kindertransport had been a rescue effort to bring Jewish children out of German-occupied territory into Britain just ahead of

World War II. Parliament waived visa requirements, and the kids were placed in foster homes.

“There was a shy young woman in the home secretary’s office,” Emaline continued, “whose job it was to receive the fifty pounds from would-be adopters and place them on a list. But she became worried about the flood of applicants, so she spent her evenings calling on every candidate, and disqualifying industrial opportunists who wanted child labor for their workhouses. She saved thousands of children from a hellish life, even death. Would you happen also to know her name?”

“You’re going to tell me she was Brach’s daughter who died, aren’t you?” “Yes, and her name was Camilla Westbrook.” Emaline drew smoke. “Lost to history, she began to languish in the Strata. Your Mr. Wilkinson wrote that song, hoping to memorialize her for your world and refresh her existence below. But there are a hundred thousand songs uploaded to your music services every day . . . Camilla’s strong, beautiful spirit and important memory were neglected by topsiders and she faded away.” “I guess I’d be pissed, too.”

“Brach loved her deeply.”

I sighed. “So it sounds like Brach objects not just to the songs we write, but to the fact that our ‘bad’ songs make it impossible for the ‘right’ songs to be heard.”

“He’d call it ‘unregulated.’ Which is why he’ll look to replace it all with music for his movement.”

I knew such songs. “ ‘La Marseillaise’ was the cry of freedom in the French Revolution. Shostakovich wrote rhythms and dissonances to drive Stalinism. Hell, even Bob Dylan, the singer of his generation, stirred the hippies up into a war against the war with tunes like ‘Blowin’ in the Wind.’ ”

“Brach will start by abolishing the songs of your world that change the stories of who we are.” Emaline took a drag from her cigarillo. “And he will give the people of the Strata the opportunity to hold history’s revisionists accountable. But Brach is not only concerned with accountability. He also wants control.”

“Of London?”

She nodded. “For a start.”

“Damn . . . that’s ten million people. Not to mention London’s global influence. And it’s a violation of the Enigma Covenant, isn’t it, to interfere with the lives of humans?”

Emaline tapped her ashes onto the polished floor. “Someone’s been studying. But Brach’s already shown that he won’t be bound by Precedent Law, hasn’t he?”

“By ordering the hit on Henry, a thanatist,” I said.

“Precisely. And more importantly, half the Strata Chancery supports Brach’s revolution.”

I’d read a little about the Strata Chancery. One representative from every layer of the Strata names its chancellor. I pulled out the field manual and flipped to the section on the chancery. Emaline smoked while I read. “It says the chancery is supposed to help the Convocation schisms uphold Precedent Law. So, how could half of them support Brach?” “Because they’re also charged with the safety of everyone in the Strata.

And some of the chancellors believe, as Brach does, that to secure the Strata requires securing the world above, since when your world ignores or forgets or misrepresents the people of the Strata, they are changed or diminished.”

I stared, trying to recall anything more from my reading.

She drew more smoke. “Do you know who John Lilburne was?” Felt like a test, but I had no idea.

“His ‘Agreement of the People’ was an important influence on your US Constitution. How about Robin Hood?”

I started to speak but she held up her cigarillo to silence me. “If such a man existed at all, he was likely an outlaw who kept his spoils, and certainly didn’t share them with the peasant class. Yet, these days the myth has him prancing around in tights as a benefactor to the downtrodden.”

“Okay, I get it. History is selective. Written by the victors.”

“Not the victors, Jack, the living. And when the authentic stories of those who reside in the Strata are corrupted, recast, or forgotten, the semblances that gave them life start to fade, forgotten even to themselves. And their chance to move on to the next life fades with them.”

Now I understood. “And because the Strata is formed of your collective memories, the Strata itself contracts. Then everyone’s future is put at risk.” I looked over my shoulder and saw that Cassius was checking out some of the armor displays with Emaline’s attendant. “What does Henry have to do with any of this?”

“Brach is impatient to start his revolution, but for all his preparations and planning, he doesn’t have the numbers to take London.”

I closed my book and put it back in my pocket. “So, he thinks if he gets the Steps, it’ll help him get the numbers to take London down?”

“He needs an army, yes, but not to destroy London—to change it. And that change, as I’ve said, will begin with music. Brach’s music will lead to a kind of enslavement that requires no binding—control of the narratives that underlie how people think and behave.”

“So, it’s about converting people to his side.”

“I might call it coercion. He believes there’s an ancient song that will catalyze his revolution. A song so primal that it was composed centuries before the first mud huts were raised. Brach wants its power, but he needs access to the Abyssal Steps so he can get to the Ancient Stratum and find it.”

“That’s why he’s doing this now,” I said, “because the ward is dying.”

She nodded. “And if he gets this song, I don’t see how he can execute his plan without an immense loss of life.”

I recalled the revolutions I’d studied. “He may start by replacing musicians, but that would expand to other artists, then historians, politicians, anyone who shapes public opinion.”

“And going forward,” she added, “those professions would evangelize only his vision of what London should be.”

“Everyone falls in line,” I whispered. “And any dissenters—” “Brach doesn’t tolerate dissent.”

“So, what’s the job, then?” I’d been nearly killed again three times in twenty-four hours. “You can’t possibly think I can stand against him.”

“Of course not. I want you to help me prove Brach was responsible for the shootings.”

“How does that help?”

She smiled patiently. “For all the latitude afforded the thanaturgic communities above and below, Precedent Law on violence against a thanatist is absolute. The Convocation and Chancery must enforce it.”

“So, we prove Brach had Henry shot, and the revolution goes away with him? Why don’t you just do it yourself?”

“I’m too closely watched.” She tapped her ashes on the floor again. I wondered whether that was uncouth in the Strata but didn’t mention it. “Besides,” she continued, “if I was found betraying the Shiguan, I’d be put to death, and I must have an eye toward life after Brach.”

Our meeting outside the Iron Horse came to mind. “You’ve been casing me. You had an idea I might . . .”

Emaline tilted her head. The simple movement brought her hazel eyes directly into the light, and I lost my train of thought. “I did my diligence, if that’s what you mean, Jack. You were Mr. Wilkinson’s right hand. His urn-bearer, one might say. It stands to reason he’d groom a successor.” She put the cigarillo delicately between her lips and inhaled again. “Mr. Brach, however, had no inclination you might return. Now that you have, he’s eager to have your allegiance.”

“Eager enough to send some vestige thugs to abduct me?”

She nodded. “He’ll try to turn you, make you a Shiguan. If not, he’ll convene the Convocation and accuse you of killing Mr. Wilkinson. With you under a cloud of suspicion, he’ll try to wrestle control of the Iron Horse.”

“So, the thanatist in the tricorn hat, who tried to snatch me. She works for Brach?”

“She must. Though, it’s unlikely he’d send a Shiguan to abduct you—too unseemly for his taste. I’m guessing he hired it out to a freebooter.”

I’d read about freebooters. “A mercenary.”

“And Brach’s favorite tool for his dirty work. No doubt he wanted at least the appearance of clean hands on this one.”

I definitely wanted to help her stop Brach’s revolution, but I needed to do what I could to extend the Iron Horse ward, at least until we found Henry. And time was running out.

“Brach won’t rest.” She took a half step closer to me. “Besides, don’t you want to hold him responsible? For Henry? For yourself?”

Her jaw was beautifully strong, and her cheeks held the slightest of dimples.

“So, what, you want me to show up and testify that he shot us?” I asked. “Even topside courts are skeptical of eyewitness accounts.”

“Which is why you’ll also be supplying evidence.” “How do I know this isn’t a setup?”

“Because of the evidence I’m going to provide you.” She handed me a small, braided bracelet. “This is a binding from one of Master Brach’s vestiges. The first shape is the mark of the Shiguan.” It was the inverted Y I’d seen on the Ren-faire thugs. “The tobacco leaf is Brach’s thanatist mark. These cannot be counterfeited. The chain emblem is a compulsion sigil, which is necessary when a thanatist binds a vestige to commit a crime against the soul.”

“Like trying to murder a friend.” “Precisely.”

I examined the binding. “How do these help?”

“They’re a visual guide to help you identify the body of the assassin.” “The body?”

“The assassin’s body will turn up tomorrow. I’ve seen to that.” She took another drag on her cigarillo. “Its absence has Master Brach worried, since a compulsion to murder leaves a scar that carries a marker unique to both the victim and the assassin.”

“What’s the marker?”

“I don’t know. But when you look into the shadow of the assassin’s body, it will be evident. Unhealed.” She let out smoke. “Normally, a vestige assassin is discorporated after the murder and the body destroyed, to eliminate all evidence. So, Brach will be looking for the body, too.”

I stuffed the bracelet in my pocket. “Where will I find it?”

“You’ll know tomorrow,” she said. “I need to make sure he doesn’t know I’m part of this first.”

“What about you and the rest of the Shiguan? No designs on the Iron Horse?” I remembered Henry’s journal—Shiguan archives—and stopped myself. “Actually, let’s go one better. I need something from you.”

“But helping me is already helping you,” she said.

“I do want justice, and I damn sure want to stop this revolution, especially if it’s going to use music to manipulate people. But the Iron Horse ward is failing either way. I need to figure out how to renew it—how to bind a mature wraith to the place. If I help you with Brach, you help me with the ward.”

She smiled, and it was sexy as hell. “Quid pro quo. Jack, I do respect the Iron Horse and its freedoms. And I’ve always been a fan of one effort producing two results. What do you need?”

“I need to learn how to establish a spiritual ward,” I told her. “Henry thought Brach might have something he called Cython texts that could help. Can you take a look?”

Emaline glanced down at the dolls again. “Brach has long been obsessed with the work the Cythons were doing.”

“They’re a destroyed schism, right? I read that they were—” “Jack?” It was Cassius.

“One minute. I think we’re about done,” I told him, then continued. “I read that all the Cythons were killed.”

“That’s the official story. They were trying to summon a particularly mature Strataform, probably a wraith, and bind it to their will—it must have possessed something they desperately wanted. That’s dangerous work all by itself, not to mention a violation of Precedent Law. The Convocation had no choice but to anathematize them.”

I remembered that word from the big Precedent book for sure. It meant that the protection of Precedent Law was withdrawn. In that state, a person or group could be hunted and killed, and there was no penalty for the killer. It was a kind of immunity or sanction for murder.

“So, what’s the unofficial story about the Cythons?”

“There are rumors that many survived and went into hiding, began planning their return. But such rumors always arise after a schism is anathematized.”

“Well, we might have a head start on renewing the ward.” I explained about the wraith called up by my rebirth, how it had killed Angela and was hunting me.

“That’s lovely,” she said. “What I mean is, it compounds Brach’s crime of assassination. The Convocation is duty-bound to punish whoever is ultimately responsible for the summoning of a wraith.”

“Lovely.”

“Brach did seize the Cython arcana when they were anathematized. I’ll see what I can find. It won’t be easy, but it’s a fair exchange.” She smiled. “For my part, Jack, I want very much to see Brach boxed.”

“Boxed?”

“A form of banishment. Thanaturgic abilities are nullified when a thanatist is confined to an iron box. It’s torturous, let me assure you.”

“Something you know from personal experience?” I asked.

Emaline’s smile soured. “We can all find some grace in captivity, can’t we? Even if it means turning that captivity into our captor’s suffering. But you do understand the pact we’re making is a mortal one, don’t you, Jack? We succeed or we die.”

The darkness inside her words didn’t match the gentle lines of her face. And while I had to find Henry, I hadn’t thought about the possible cost until she laid it out so nonchalantly.

She escorted Cassius and me to the opposite end of the hall, stopping next to a tank. “Tell no one of our collaboration. I am pleased with our arrangement, but if others found out, I’d be censured.”

“I can keep a secret,” I told her. “So, I guess we have a deal, then. Do we need to make some kind of oath?”

“You mean like a blood vow?” She laughed. “That’s topside cinema at its worst.”

“What about your little blood-flicking trick⁠—”

“It gets awfully dull here sometimes. No, how about this?” She leaned in and gave me a kiss. Not long, but not short. Her lips were soft and warm, and carried the mild scent of lilac.

That certainly seemed binding. “I can’t tell if we’ve just had our first date or not?”

She laughed again, but softer. “It’s a risky proposition you’ve committed yourself to, Jack. I’m so very glad you did. Now, you’re welcome to use these steps to return to the surface.”

Behind the battered old German Panzer IV, an unassuming door stood unguarded. It opened onto a dark stairwell. My field manual had a map of each stratum’s steps to the layer above and below it. Those marked in red were monitored. This obviously wasn’t one of them.

Cassius and I stepped in behind Margaretha, who’d agreed to lead us up since I didn’t feel ready to try it on my own.

Going up was a lot like going down. The silky touch of the dark wrapped us in its cool embrace. The old pressure pulsed in my temples, though not as bad as it had coming down. And I followed without needing a hand. Still, I was eager to breathe the stinking air of my own London again, and when we got outside the museum topside, I took a few deep breaths.

I’d just traveled back in time and returned to the present. And that wasn’t even the strangest part.

It was still night, the stars and moon shining high above—the sky in the present world had a depth it didn’t have in the Strata. I checked my watch. It seemed time passed below the same as it did above. Then we caught the first taxi that came by, and I promised the driver double fare to speed us back to the Horse. The ward had shrunk past my flat, so I’d sleep in the greenroom for the foreseeable future. I texted the gang to let them know where I’d be.

When we passed through the ward barrier on Charing Cross Road, a thanatist was prowling at its edge, a Shiguan tattoo on his neck. He scowled as we went by. We ignored him and had the cabbie drop us off out front of the Horse.

Cassius said he’d walk patrol out on Manette. Fine. I ducked inside, grabbed a quick shower in the rear-venue john, snaked some cold chicken tenders from the kitchen fridge, and plopped myself down on the old greenroom couch. Someone—probably Church—had fetched my books and left them on the end table. It was nearly three in the morning, but tired as I was, I wasn’t sleepy. So, I dove back in, reading like mad, humming softly to speed the words and boost my recall.

The safety of the Iron Horse and peace of the greenroom felt as good as they ever had. More home than home. I really hoped Emaline could help me save this old place.


CHAPTER NINETEEN



The sixteen-year-old boy set fire to houses at the height of the Blitz to guide the Luftwaffe to their targets. He was the first of hundreds of British Fifth Columnists—Berlin sympathizers—whom Nancy Wake, Chancellor of the Raptorial faction, hunted down and killed.

—Excerpt from the pending challenge to

Ms. Wake’s fitness for a seat upon the Strata Chancery

I opened my eyes, realizing immediately where I was. Last time I’d been in the greenroom, I’d talked Angela DuFresne up for her gig. That was just two days ago. Now she was dead. The thought brought on an avalanche—dying and being reborn, the wraith that had my scent, my agreement with Emaline to avert a revolution . . . Henry.

Tension pushed against the backs of my eyes. I turned down the volume on my phone and checked my voice messages.

The first was from my landlord. The Phoenix had been sold. New ownership intended to “revert the theater back to its music hall origins.” I had a week to clear out my things. The second was from Sixth Angel Entertainment—the Hounds’ new management. Again, something about their new singer. Apparently, it was now urgent I get in touch.

Losing my home. Losing the band. The skin at my wrist began to itch. I needed music. Now.

I grabbed the old dreadnought we left here in the greenroom and headed out into the pub. I liked sitting near a window when I wrote. I cranked up the shutter and sat down at my booth. The morning sun fell on my back, casting my shadow across the table—storm-grey shimmering against charcoal, like a lake under winter sun.

I recognized the gleam-note pattern from before—the Shawshank sound with two notes down, and two up—lighting in quick succession. This time, though, in a corner of my shadow, I noticed another pattern, a small circle with a cross through it, the music symbol for coda—like I’d seen in Jimmy’s shadow the day before. None of the books mentioned the coda symbol, so for now, I put it out of my mind.

Then, I fingered the first chord of “They Always Go Away,” brushed the strings, and sang the first line. Like a mild wind blowing over embers, the largest occlusion in my shadow brightened with a soft amber light—just the central scar, not the many smaller scars that snaked away from it.

And it ached the way this song always did when I worked on it—like a wound that hurt to touch. Somehow, though, the music made the pain bearable.

So, inside the quiet of the Iron Horse, I played and told the story: standing in the front-room window, watching Mama back down the driveway, a suitcase in the front seat next to her.

As I approached the third verse, my fingers started trembling and my voice quavered. Maybe if I kept my eye on my shadow, maybe if I stared at that one occlusion, I might get it right this time.

But when I hit the third verse, it all fell apart. Something was still off. My ring finger missed the G, and the chord buzzed like a dying fluorescent light.

Damn.

It had still felt good to try. I’d made it all the way to London to write and play songs people might remember. That dream, that need, hadn’t gone away. Every time I touched a guitar or sang, I felt it again.

But I had to stay focused. The Iron Horse was in trouble, and Henry was still missing. I wouldn’t stop looking for him until I found him—the way he’d always been there for me.

Two years back, I’d pounded on his door at four a.m. After years of reworking the second verse of my song—the one about my brother Dan’s death—I finally got it. First thing I’d wanted to do was sing it for Henry. I rushed to his place with my guitar. When he opened his door, hair a stiff standing mop, his eyebrows went up in expectation.

“The second verse,” I said. “You get it?”

“Yeah, man.”

He yanked me inside, led me to his little home studio, and sat behind the drums. Without a word he counted us in. His eyes danced with anticipation as he drummed and watched me play the second verse for him.

His smile meant everything to me.

“Hot damn.” He’d clapped, stood up from his drum stool, and did his two-step shuffle. I’d joined him⁠—

Someone pounded on the pub door, startling me from my reverie.

I set the guitar on the bench, crossed to the door, unbolted the lock, and pulled it open, blinking away tears until Chuey’s face came clear.

He was downing one of his four-ounce energy drinks—he always carried a few in his backpack, which was slung over his shoulder. He swallowed loudly and said, “You look terrible.”

“So, the usual then,” I replied. “Hey, have you heard from Maria?” Chuey’s girlfriend hadn’t been willing to come to London, but they’d been doing the long-distance thing.

“Yeah, she had a ticket to come out to your Wembley show, but never mind that, man.” He pointed a finger at the door. In my haze, I’d missed it. Stuck to the middle of the Iron Horse door was an envelope, pinned there by a short knife. I tore the note down, pulled the knife, and waved Chuey inside. We sat back at our booth.

Chuey grabbed his Bluetooth speaker from his pack and fired up some Nightwish. He knew metal always helped me think. He’d tried to explain that it was the frequencies, but his tech prowess was beyond me. In any case, Nightwish was a favorite—I was actually friends with their keyboardist. Chuey and I had played their albums constantly all through high school. For another ten years after that, it was weekend gigs and nights spent reading—Chuey with light and sound texts, and me devouring history books, novels, and musical scores—we laughed all the time at the apparent contradiction. For our own reasons we’d each still lived at home, but we were inseparable otherwise.

I opened the envelope:

Dear Mr. Solomon,

There is credible suspicion that you have violated Precedent Law as it relates to violence against a thanatist and may have done so by means of an outlawed weapon. Furthermore, there is considerable evidence that you are responsible for raising a wraith to the environs of London, which is yet another violation of Precedent Law.

The transition to thanaturgic life is fraught with challenges. If only due to my fondness for our mutual friend, Henry Wilkinson, please remember that I am at your service, should you ever have need of my assistance.

With Warm Regards, Muster Ree Brach

I handed the note to Chuey, who read it, then shook his head. “Straight up intimidation, man. Knifing it to the door, too. What’s this about?”

Chuey already knew about my new reality—some of it anyway. But fighting together in Westmont just wasn’t the same as the war coming from the Strata. Chuey hadn’t signed up for that. He could still be a friend, helping me here and there, without me dragging him into promises I’d made to Emaline.

“Spill it, man.” Chuey leaned forward. “I can see you thinking and it’s hurting my head.”

So, I told him, layering in context from the books, explaining the risk, knowing things would never be the same for us.

He sat, listening. And when I was done, he was quiet for two long beats.

“I don’t really understand what you’re up against, man. But whatever it is, I got you.”

Some people you realize you probably don’t deserve to have in your life, but you’re awfully damned glad they choose to be there anyway.

He laid the letter on the table between us. “One day without me and look what happens. So, what’s all this stuff about breaking the law?”

“He’s letting me know he’ll bury me at a Convocation trial if I challenge his plans to take the Horse.” I tapped the note. “If he can make any of it stick, I won’t be around to help stop it.”

“Like jail?”

“More like an iron box.”

“Well, bro, we ain’t letting that happen again.”

A few years before Chuey and I came to London, I got a showcase audition for Interscope Records. The day before the audition Chuey got picked up by the police—a battery charge for fighting off some gangbangers. But Chuey had two felonies already. The DA would have seen a pattern, tagged him with a felony, and given him his third strike. That could have meant real prison time. So, I went in and told them it was me. My clean record earned me a simple misdemeanor, but I was in lockup for three days and missed the audition. When I got out, Interscope had no time for a guy who’d been tangling with the law.

It had been quiet for too long—shadows of the past, shadows in the present. I think Chuey saw we were getting too deep in our heads about it all, because he turned the conversation to live shows—talking about concerts always pulled us from our funk. He fished a Barge House takeaway sack from his bag and handed me a sourdough egg and pepper biscuit, munching one himself. And while we ate, we spoke of Meshuggah and Testament and Vanden Plas and a dozen other concerts. But the ones I liked best were the ones with Chuey behind the sound or light console. He’d actually been the stadium lead for rock and metal at the Hollywood Bowl for several years. In fact, the killer new wraparound venue in Vegas—the Sphere—had contracted Chuey to consult on the audio and video design before we moved to London. He could make any show look and sound big.

In the middle of laughter over a Steel Panther show we’d seen, the Iron Horse door opened, and Cassius strode in through a wash of morning sunlight. He’d been walking patrol all night. He crossed to our table, said, “Good morning, gentlemen,” and gave each of us a forearm clasp before sitting beside me.

I pointed to Brach’s note. The centurion picked it up and inspected it front and back. “Intimidation.”

“This guy’s smart.” Chuey smiled.

“But that does not mean,” Cassius continued, “that Brach will not make good on the threat. And it is still a fight with unfavorable odds. We need a strategy.”

Chuey hunched his shoulders. “This dirtbag’s declaring war on you, Jack. And it’s lopsided because you don’t know as much about all this stuff.” He tapped the note in Cassius’s hands. “We’re going to need more than an undead Roman and our little knives. We need to recruit and gear up fast.” Both Chuey and Cassius had valid points. And I did need to find some catalysts soon, regardless. But I wasn’t feeling as lost as I had a day ago. I’d read quite a lot, learned to use living flame a little bit, and I could see into shadows more deeply each time I tried. Plus, I had Cassius, whom I’d already come to trust. And maybe most importantly, I now also had Emaline on my side. Or at least I thought I did. I’d know soon enough if she was playing me. “Okay, look,” I said, “the body of the shooter is going to turn up today, with its bindings from Brach intact. Bindings carry a pattern from the thanatist who created them. The body’s shadow will carry unique markings, too.”

Chuey and Cassius both nodded.

“So, when we’re contacted”—I took the note from Cassius—“we’ll collect the body, which will give us the evidence we need to prove Brach ordered the hit. That will clear me of any charges and stop this revolution cold. Meantime, I’ve found some help in trying to restore the Iron Horse ward against Brach—or anyone else, for that matter.”

Chuey’s eyes lit up. “Well, hot damn.”

Chuey had chosen to throw in with me on all this craziness. Now I turned to Cassius. “There’s always a third option,” I reminded him. “And you’ve now got another chance to stop an expansionist zealot. Help me fight.”

“Help you,” he said.

“And not because of your bindings.”

“He is asking?” Cassius said mostly to himself. I nodded, waiting.

His broad, angular face slid into a grin. “I very much like the sound of that.” We spent the next hour discussing what we should do with the body until we could produce it as evidence; then the door opened again. A man in a blue suit and tie, white shirt, and black shoes sauntered in.

I’d have guessed he was with the Metropolitan Police even if he hadn’t strolled up, holding out his badge.

“You must be Detective Bryant,” I said.

“That’s me, all right,” he replied with a Cockney accent. He gave Chuey and Cassius long looks before turning back to me. “You’re an ’ard man to find, Mr. Solomon. That’s a curious thing after you’ve been shot at and your best friend’s gone missing.”

“Where’s your partner?” I asked. “Don’t you guys usually work in pairs?” “Usually,” he said.“I’ve got a few questions, Mr. Solomon, if you don’t mind.”

I wasn’t looking forward to another grilling. The raptorial had tired me out.

“Of course,” I said.

He shook his head. “Not ’ere. I need you to ID a body.”

I nodded quickly to Cassius and Chuey. “All right.” I got up. Cassius and Chuey fell in behind me.

Bryant half turned. “You can bring one friend. The Metropolitan Police is not in the business of ’osting social gaverings.”

“I’ve got some light-rigging prep to do for the festival, anyway,” Chuey said. “I’ll catch up with you later.”

Cassius and I followed the detective out. We picked up my car over on Greek Street where I kept it parked. It was an old Lada Riva, mostly grey Bondo at this point. I called her Old Lada.

Then, we headed to the morgue to identify the man who killed me.


CHAPTER TWENTY



Taking a life leaves a stain upon the soul that will infect every mortal shell that soul may ever inhabit.

—Dorothy Hodgkin, The Consequence of Sin

Cassius and I followed Detective Bryant into the autopsy room at the London City Morgue. Four stainless steel tables stood like kitchen islands all in a row. Each held a body. To the right were refrigeration lockers with small whiteboards numbered one through five.

Behind those doors were stacked drawers for corpses.

Next to an inner-office door on the right, a short man with a mountainous mustache hung up a wall phone and turned toward us, introducing himself as Dr. Giles Cage.

“This is Mr. Jack Solomon,” Bryant said, pointing at me. “’e’s ’ere to identify the body of the suspected shooter.”

“I understand,” said Cage, combing his ’stache with his fingers. “These are troubling times, aren’t they?”

Bryant fished a notebook out of his overcoat. “Body ’asn’t been touched, right? Just laid out the way it was found?”

“Per your instruction,” said Cage.

Something was off. “No remote viewing?” I asked. “Camera feed?” “Per’aps you’ll let us ask the questions,” said Bryant.

Cage bustled past two cadaver tables to the third, where a body lay beneath a white sheet. I flashed on the last time I’d done this. My oldest brother had insisted I go to identify my brother Dan. “Learn the price,” he’d said. Half of Dan’s face had been shot off. I’d hoped never to do this again, but I guess this was different.

I looked down to catch my breath, which was a mistake. Despite water hoses attached to the tables, blood stained the sickly green tile, some of it in pools where the runoff wasn’t finding the drain.

“Before we ’ave a look at the body, I’ve got a few questions,” said Bryant. “Unless you’d like a solicitor to ’elp you make your replies?”

“Nothing to hide,” I lied.

“Good. We’ll start with the suspect, then after that I’ve got somefing special to show you.” He consulted his notebook. “Where were you between midnight and six a.m. the night before last?” He turned his cool gaze on Cage. “That is the general time of death you arrived at, right?”

“I-it is,” stammered Cage. “But may I suggest this isn’t the proper place for these questions⁠—”

“I’ll make it quick,” said Bryant, refixing me with his stare. “Go on, then, Mr. Solomon.”

Bryant was trying to use the presence of dead bodies to unsettle me.

If he only knew.

“I was working at the Iron Horse. After closing, Henry and I walked home together, like we do every night. That’d be around two a.m.”

“Henry Wilkinson, your employer. Yes, that’s what your friends at the Iron ’orse said, too.” Bryant tapped his lip. “Mr. Solomon, let me come at this anover way. When was the last time you saw Mr. Wilkinson?”

“We were jumped outside Henry’s place,” I said. “Guy carrying an S&W 500 started firing at us.”

“Keen eye for guns,” he said. Then he looked me up and down. “But you look none the worse for wear, I see. How’d ya manage that?”

“We were separated. I ran.” I hated telling that lie, but I didn’t see any way around it.

Bryant scanned his notebook again. “What about Mr. Wilkinson?

Did you see what ’appened to ’im?”

The truth was, I didn’t really know anymore. I hoped he’d been only superficially wounded or died and come back. “I didn’t, no.”

“With those keen mincers, you missed that, did you?” Bryant chuckled to himself.

“Mincers?”

“Eyes, Mr. Solomon. You seem to have good eyes. What about the shooter. You get a good look at ’im, at least?”

I couldn’t hold it in. “You’re an ass.” “Quite beside the point,” said Bryant.

I shook my head and took a breath before answering. “The guy was done up in corpse paint.”

“’eavy metal makeup like your Kiss band,” Bryant said.

“These days it’s more associated with black metal: Behemoth, Cradle of Filth⁠—”

“Sounds joyful,” he said, writing quickly in his notebook. “Do go on.” “That’s most of it. The number of guys who go in for corpse paint is pretty small. So, maybe that’s helpful, I don’t know.”

He continued to write. “Can you describe ’ow the man ’ad painted ’imself?” “White on his head and face,” I said. “Black X’s through his eyes.

Mouth done up like it had been stitched shut.”

Bryant stopped writing, walked over, and stood next to the sheet-covered corpse. Then he pulled back the sheet.

Lying there on the metal slab was the guy who’d shot me and Henry.

His makeup was a bit smeared, but there was no mistaking him. “This the bloke?” Bryant asked.

“That’s him,” I said.

Bryant pointed to the man’s right hand. “Lab says ’is prints match the ones on an S&W 500 conveniently found near the body. Some gunpowder tracing, as well—also a match.”

I glanced quickly at the binding thread on the shooter’s wrist; it was just as Emaline had promised, all the same markings, plus a ship’s wheel, which I assumed was the vestige’s personal mark. “Why all the questions if you have him and the gun?”

Bryant smiled. “Always nice to ’ave an eyewitness ID the attacker. And I didn’t want to taint your description of the lout by letting you have a peek before I took your statement.”

I was starting to work on how we’d get the body out of here when Bryant raised a finger.

“There’s one other thing I’d like to show you, Mr. Solomon, if you could spare another moment of your time.”

“Of course,” I said.

Detective Bryant turned and pulled back the sheet from the body on the table behind him. It was Henry.

My heart started pounding. It had been two days. I couldn’t imagine anyone surviving the Meadows for that long. Willingly or not, he must have been swept into the mountain of fire.

My first night in London, I’d realized I had nowhere to go. More than that, I was worried I’d fail my dream and have to go back home. Henry let me crash on his couch. He’d put on the vinyl of Who’s Next and sat rocking in a rocker, talking to me all night. We chatted about music and small stuff. We bonded a lot over “Behind Blue Eyes,” feeling like we understood its meaning. By morning, I was okay.

Now the friend who’d been more a father to me than my old man was gone.

My legs started to give. Cassius threw his right arm around me, bearing me up.

“Oh, dear,” I heard Cage say. Bryant stood watching impassively.

You don’t ever get used to it. Seeing someone you love lying there and knowing they can’t hear you, knowing that they would never hear you again. And so you say nothing, just suffer in silence.

Henry really was gone.

The old pressure exploded behind my eyes; every heartbeat pounded inside my head like a kick drum. My wrists ached. But no elastic sting, no heavy rhythms, would relieve it this time. I wanted to wail. Drown it all out. I could only choke back the pain and clutch Cassius’s arm so I wouldn’t collapse.

What seemed minutes later I managed to ask, “How?”

Cage cleared his throat. “Mr. Wilkinson had a single gunshot wound in his chest.” He paused. “But the official cause of death is hypoxia.”

“’e drowned,” said Bryant, clarifying. “This tosser stuffed your friend in an iron safe, locked it, and sank it to the bottom of the Thames.”

I touched Henry’s arm. It wasn’t stiff, just . . . still.

“The chill of the river delays rigor mortis,” explained Cage.

A sob pulsed in my throat. I swallowed it down as best I could.

Cage pulled the sheet back up over Henry’s face with a finality I hadn’t been ready for.

“We found the killer’s DNA on the safe ’andle and on Mr. Wilkinson’s body, as well,” Bryant said. “Still and all, we can’t seem to find a cause of death for the killer, can we, Dr. Cage?”

“Not as yet,” Cage confirmed.

“Mr. Solomon,” said Bryant, “from what I’ve been able to piece together, you and Mr. Wilkinson were mates. That fair to say?”

I nodded.

“So, if ’e were involved in anything unsavory, anything that might make a fellow want to ’urt ’im, it would stand to reason that you might know something about it, wouldn’t it?”

I thought about punching Bryant in the face. He knew nothing about Henry, and just the suggestion that my friend was involved in something made me angry as hell. “Henry was honest.”

Bryant paced back and forth on the other side of the table. “And yet, ’is body was sittin’ there at the bottom of the Thames, inside a safe, mind you. ’Ardly seems a crime of passion, does it? No sir, someone went at this long and careful-like.”

I was breathing so loud it sounded to me like it was coming from a PA. “What do you want?”

Bryant scratched the side of his head with his pencil. “Most days, such a straight line between a victim and ’is killer would put a smile on me face. And while I should like to ’ave seen ’im dragged into court by his thumbs, I s’pose, this is, after all, justice of a sort, isn’t it, Mr. Solomon?”

“If he killed Henry,” I said, “God forgive me, but I’m glad he’s dead.” “A perfectly reasonable response from a chap who so fortunately escaped ’is mate’s fate.” Bryant rounded the table and got so close I could see the flecks in his irises. “It’s too neat, Mr. Solomon.”

He was looking for a tell: a shimmying leg, a sweaty lip. But growing up around Rollin’ 100s soldiers, you learn to get quiet and still when the police ask their questions. The way I did it was booting up some Thin Lizzy in my mind, and listening to the music inside.

“I ’ave a good many more victims who’ve turned up in the very same way as your friend Mr. Wilkinson,” said Bryant. “And in most cases, the murderer is still at large. Bit of a coincidence, innit?”

Thin Lizzy played on.

“Yet, today,” he continued, “we ’ave a victim and killer with an embarrassment of evidence tying them together. Case closed, as we say.”

“Well, at least—” began Cage.

“The real perpetrators,” Bryant went on, ignoring the coroner, “are always gettin’ away with it, Mr. Solomon . . . but not forever. I ’ope you can appreciate wot I’m saying.”

It almost sounded like he wasn’t completely veiled like most humans. But I said nothing, as Lizzy’s “Waiting for an Alibi” hit the chorus in my head. “Let me put it another way.” Bryant tapped my chest with his pencil.

“I think you know more than you’re sayin’, Mr. Solomon. And that ain’t good for your friend, his murderer, or you. Because these things aren’t typically a one-man job, if you know what I mean—one man gettin’ another into a vault and sinking ’im into the Thames. So, maybe I don’t find out the ’ole story without your ’elp . . . and you and me find ourselves on opposite sides of the fence down the line, when more shenanigans get done. The Yard’s got long arms, Mr. Solomon, so my advice is you come clean now, so’s you don’t ’ave to test our reach later.”

I let the song in my head fade. “Thank you for your service.”

Cage cleared his throat. “If you’re about finished, Detective, I’ve got some paperwork I need Mr. Solomon to sign so he can take possession of certain personal items belonging to the deceased.”

Bryant scoffed deep in his throat.

The wall phone next to the inner-office door rang. Cage bustled over and picked it up. “Yes. Oh, of course. We’ll be right there.” He hung up. “Come, Detective, you and I need to pop up to reception, which reminds me I’ve some papers for you to sign, as well.”

Bryant scoffed again.

“Official business,” Cage told us, “I’ll be right back. Please wait, though, because I’ve some things for you.” He escorted Bryant out of the room. The detective gave me a sidelong look on his way out and shut the door hard like a warning.

The coroner’s lab fell silent. We’d been standing there in that silence less than a minute before a soft knock came at the door, and Muster Brach, Henry’s old friend, stepped into the autopsy bay.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



The soul is comprised largely of memory. There is a first, purer, source, but such is shaped and often corrupted by recollection. And memory, itself, is comprised of images, words, sound, and emotion—collectively, change.

—John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Strata Edition

Brach nodded at me, eyed Cassius for a moment, then scanned every source of light in the autopsy bay—all man-made fluorescents—before stepping past us toward the coroner’s tables. Even with the sheet drawn up, Brach walked right to where Henry’s body lay and stopped beside it, staring down. After a few long breaths, he gently drew back the sheet. His lips tugged down into a sad smile. Then, softly, he placed a hand on Henry’s forehead and leaned in, whispering something I couldn’t hear. For a moment, I hoped maybe he’d utter something like he had for his lantern and breathe light back into my dead friend—for all I knew, a thanatist of Brach’s stature could do so. In the end it seemed he was just saying goodbye.

Then he stood back up, pulled a viola from his leather bag, unclasped his bow from his belt, and quietly tuned his instrument. Then he tucked the viola under his chin and paused, his bow poised above the strings, as though he were considering what song to play. A moment more and he began softly to render a melody with a slow, legato hand. He didn’t rush, and the notes turned in a beautiful E minor. I could feel a kind of ache in the song. It made me think of my brother Dan’s funeral, of missing him, but of how much I loved him, too.

Brach’s music never rose much above a whisper. It was beautiful. And masterful.

When he’d finished playing, he put his instrument away, pulled the sheet back over Henry’s face, and slowly made his way over to Cassius and me.

“He was one of a kind,” Brach said.

“No doubt about that.” It was almost hard to believe this was the same man Emaline had accused of orchestrating Henry’s murder. “Was the song you played the one Henry wrote for your daughter Camilla?”

Brach smiled sadly. “It was. I haven’t played it since the day Henry and I did so together. But I haven’t forgotten a single note.”

“Four hundred years ago,” Cassius practically whispered, “I served a binder by the name of Maestro John Dowland. Your melancholic song reminds me of his ‘Lachrimae.’ Taught me much about the power of song to answer grief.”

Brach ignored the compliment. “I had hoped Henry might survive the Meadows. But we can rest easy knowing he has returned home through the fires.”

I let that sit a moment. Everyone deserves their grief. But Brach was the guy behind Henry’s death, and I hated him even being here. I took a breath, thinking maybe I could use Brach’s appearance to pump him for information. “You get a call about Henry? Or just more ears to the ground?”

Brach straightened his shoulders. “That sounds dangerously close to more suspicion, Mr. Solomon. And I might ask the same of you, since you seem to have arrived here ahead of me.”

“Scottland Yard brought us in.” It occurred to me Brach had made his entrance just after Detective Bryant and Dr. Cage had stepped out, and it didn’t feel like coincidence.

“I see,” said Brach. “Does it really surprise you, though, given that my people were the only ones looking for Henry, that I would also be apprised of his body’s recovery, to say nothing of my lifelong friendship with the man?”

“Sorry.” I needed to play this cool. “Maybe I was just hoping you’d find him before . . .”

Brach put a hand on my shoulder. “We both loved him. If nothing else, we share that in common.”

I wanted to shove his hand away, and I think Cassius caught that vibe. “Suspicion,” Cassius observed, “is a legitimate form of grief.”

Brach removed his hand from my shoulder and came around to face Cassius. Brach pulled a thread from his sleeve, balled it, and tossed it toward the ground. It flared into a brief wisp of flame, and Brach looked into the shadow it cast of the centurion. “Notwithstanding my present grief, vestige, I daresay you reek of betrayal. For Jack’s sake—since he’s now entrusted with the Abyssal Steps—I hope you’re a better bondsman to him than you were to whomever you last served.”

Cassius dropped his gaze and retreated a step, his hand trembling on the pommel of his sword. But he’d gotten Brach’s focus off me for a moment, which I’d needed.

“I’ll vouch for Cassius,” I said.

Brach offered a thin smile. “You’ll both please forgive me. None of us is our best self in the face of such grief, are we?” He paused. “ ‘A nobler strain must be sung by us, such that we will not sorrow for a departed friend as though he had suffered anything terrible.’ ”

Plato’s Republic. If it had to do with music, I’d probably read it. But I wasn’t in the mood for philosophizing. Or pretending that what Henry had suffered wasn’t terrible. “Look, man. It’s a tough day for everyone. If you’ve said your goodbyes⁠—”

“It’s actually fortuitous that I’ve found you here, Jack.” I waited.

“Now that we can, unfortunately, confirm that Henry is not returning, the matter of the Iron Horse becomes commensurately more urgent.”

Brach paced a few steps away, then turned back. “I confess I’ve come not only to pay my respects but to petition for Henry’s personal effects. As his oldest and dearest friend⁠—”

“Are you kidding me?” I shook my head. “You’re going to do this here? Now?”

Cassius put a hand on my shoulder, the way Brach just had, though Cassius’s hand felt like a brace.

Brach pursed his lips. “Henry, more than anyone else, would have wanted expedition in the affairs of the Iron Horse.”

Dr. Cage had told me he had some of Henry’s things, but Brach couldn’t have known that. He was after something. “Listen, I just got through an interrogation by the Yard about ten seconds before you waltzed in here. I don’t want to stomp on your friendship with Henry, but if he’d wanted you to have something, I think you’d know. This feels like something else.”

“Enter your suspicion again,” said Brach. He walked toward me, coming close. Cassius’s hand tightened on my shoulder. “How far has the Iron Horse ward receded in just the time since we last spoke? A hundred yards? Two? And you don’t appear to have even obtained any catalysts yet. Tell me what it is you are doing to preserve our dear friend’s legacy.” That was fair. But something gnawed at me about him showing up here. Not his show of grief—that had felt at least somewhat legit. It was that if he was really behind Henry’s death, he’d have had a chance at Henry’s personal effects when he had him killed. So, maybe something had gone wrong with the hit, or someone had gotten sloppy. Because other than the song he’d played for Henry, he seemed almost galled to be here at all.

“I won’t argue with you about being a noob,” I said. “But I’ve been fighting, one way or another, my whole life. On top of that, I’ve lived through my share of territorial beefs. So, maybe if Henry trusted me, you can back off a little.”

“Territorial beefs,” Brach said. “Street fights with guns and knives, you mean.”

I glanced at Henry’s body. “Sure seems a lot of folks are suddenly familiar with my personal history.”

“Raptorial dossiers on persons of interest are available to schism leaders, same as they are to the chancery. Of course I’ve looked into your personal history. There’s too much at stake not to have done so.”

Lakshmi obviously had a dossier on me that Brach had seen. “I got nothing to hide.”

“Or to show, it would seem,” Brach said.

Cassius squeezed my shoulder again and spoke low but firm. “Perhaps if the conversation is now only to trade insults, we can agree this is not the time or place to have it.”

Brach’s eyes narrowed, then relaxed. “As I said, we are none of us ourselves in the face of grief.”

It was a good line, but I was starting to think this was who Brach really was all the time.

The Shiguan leader took a long look back at Henry. “ ‘If one could endure this immense sum of grief while being a person whose horizon encompasses thousands of years, this would surely result in a happiness that humanity has not yet known: the happiness of a god full of power and love.’ ”

Was that what Brach thought he was? A god? “I’ve heard that somewhere before.”

“It’s Nietzsche,” Cassius interjected, “but a paraphrase, I believe.” Brach turned back. “About Henry’s effects.”

Like a dog with a bone, this guy. “Maybe if you tell me what you’re looking for, I can keep an eye out.”

“Then you admit you’re Henry’s legal ‘next of kin,’ ” said Brach.

“No idea.” It was a partial lie. Cage had told us he had Henry’s effects for me. “It’s like I said, we just got here. Came to identify the body.”

“Interesting,” said Brach, “since it’s customary for the coroner to collect the deceased’s personal belongings for the next of kin. And you’re here. Which suggests you’re either lying or stupid.”

“Stupid? For keeping what Henry may have wanted me to have?”

Brach smirked. “No, stupid for not seeing the danger you’re putting your world and mine in with your suspicion and lack of thanaturgic maturity.” His tone softened. “I’m asking you, Jack, to consider this carefully. There is more at stake than you could possibly know. You need to trust me, the way Henry did when he came to me for help.”

He could be right. And despite having been through most of Henry’s books, as well as his journal, there was still so much I didn’t know. At the end of it, though, I went with my gut. “I don’t know anything about Henry’s personal things. I’m kind of still dealing with the fact that he’s dead.”

Brach swallowed, taking a beat. Then smiled. “Of course.”

He’d let it go. For now. But the way he’d called me a liar and stupid nagged at me.

A soft knock came on the door. Brach glanced over my shoulder, then back at me. “I’m worried for you, Mr. Solomon. But I’m even more worried for the Iron Horse. We will speak again soon.” He brushed past us and pulled open the door. In the hallway beyond I caught sight of two figures but didn’t have time to read their shadows before the door closed, leaving Cassius and me alone again with the bodies of Henry and his killer.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



A lantern’s light may be applied to a variety of tasks by changing the stroke of one’s bow across the lantern’s frame: to assault, to blind, to brace, to canker, to cleanse, to reveal . . .

—Edward Elgar, The Art of Bowing

Less than a minute after Brach was gone, Dr. Cage bustled back into the autopsy room. “Sorry for the delay, gentlemen, but if I may beg a few minutes more of your time, please.” He finger-combed his mustache again. “You see, in my line of work, I see a lot of death.”

I stood there, listening, but wondering whether Brach had engineered those few minutes alone for us in the coroner’s examination bay.

“What I mean,” Cage continued, “and what I think Detective Bryant was getting at, is that police questioning and the viewing of the deceased inside our examination rooms aren’t exactly protocol. But in some cases, we look past the rules . . . because some of us know about your kind.”

I shot a look at Cassius, then back at Dr. Cage. “What do you mean ‘Some of you know about our kind’?”

Cage tugged at his mustache. “Gentlemen, please, no need to be coy.

And certainly no need for concern. I’ve no mind to expose you. Not that most people would have an ear for it.”

I looked around the room—Henry’s dead body, Ghost Face’s dead body. And that was just today. It made sense that a coroner might see a lot of thanaturgic death in his work. The Westminster priest, Kincaid, had said repeated exposure to it could nullify the Enigma Covenant, making it possible for humans like Cage and Bryant to become unveiled. It also made sense now why Brach had made sure they were out of the room when he paid his visit.

“Expose us for what?” I still asked.

Cage sighed. “Your friend here is dressed as a Roman centurion, and he has bindings on his wrists like those I’ve seen on so many of the bodies that cross my tables.”

Cassius and I shared a look—no point in denying it. “Detective Bryant see it, too?” I asked.

“Detective Bryant isn’t as aware as I am, but he sees enough cases like this to make him suspicious. I don’t approve of what he did here today, though, particularly since you, Mr. Solomon, are in fact listed as Mr. Wilkinson’s next of kin.”

I looked back at Henry’s sheet-draped corpse. Brach had suspected as much. “The detective was just trying to get a rise out of me, then.”

“Indeed,” said Cage. “But whilst I was obliged to allow him his little show, I was not inclined to be part of it.” He motioned to a door behind us. “Would you follow me, please, gentlemen.”

Cage led us into a small office with a desk and a window that looked out onto the street. A map of London was pinned to a corkboard wall. Several pushpins marked points on the map.

I stepped closer. “What are we looking at?”

Moving toward his desk, Cage explained, “These are the recovery points of bodies for which I have formal death certificates that predate their arrival on my tables. In some cases, bodies on which I’ve conducted autopsies or even attended funerals.”

Cage was interrupted by the patter of hurried footsteps and the rattle of metal wheels in the autopsy room. I jumped up and bolted to the door, but whoever had entered was already gone. So was the body of Henry’s killer. I dashed into the hallway and saw three men, far down the hall, pushing a gurney around a corner. I took off after them, Cassius at my back.

We rounded the corner, just as one of the men slung the corpse over his shoulder and all three rushed through a large metal door.

I sprinted to the door and slammed a hand down on the handle latch. It didn’t budge. Then I noticed the electronic key card box next to it on the wall.

Cage came careening around the corner, panting, and stumbled to a stop. “Happens all too often. When I ring the authorities about bodies that arrive wearing threads”—he pointed at Cassius’s binding bracelets—“those bodies tend to disappear. Someone is bugging communications from this office and using the information to snatch up the dead.”

I grabbed his arm. “What’s behind this door?”

“I’m not sure,” said Cage. “This building is leased by the city from a large holding company. They maintain two entirely separate key card systems.” Cage got out his card. “One for the coroner’s office and another for the doors down this corridor.”

“You have never been in any of these rooms?” Cassius asked.

Cage shook his head. “I asked about them once. The property manager told me they’re being remodeled, but I’ve never seen any workmen go in or out.”

Jack thought a moment. “Show me to the building’s utilities room.”

Cage nodded and we rushed down the hall to a small alcove. He used his key card to get us into a central facilities closet. It resembled a room at the Palladium in LA where I’d run sound a few times for touring bands—electrical panels, data panels, HVAC access, the usual.

“Let’s hope they weren’t smart enough to patch in a dedicated electrical line.” I turned to Cassius. “Once I cut power to the key card system, all electronic locks will default to unlocked. Whoever’s behind those doors might know we’re coming.”

Cassius drew his sword. “Let us be quick, then.”

“Dr. Cage, go back to your office and wait for us there.” Cage hurried off toward his lab.

I cut the power, drew my knife, then Cassius and I raced back toward the door. Emergency lights shone dimly every ten feet down the long hall.

“Let me go first,” said Cassius.

I nodded and we opened the door to find a broad set of stairs leading down into Strata darkness. Damn. I’d need to take the lead, and I hadn’t acclimated well the last time. More than that, this time, I figured we’d have to fight to get what we were going down for. It wasn’t the fight itself that worried me, though; it was my lack of catalysts to be of any real use in that fight.

“C’mon,” I said, and we started down the concrete steps into the dark.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Skills belong to the spirit or semblance, not the body they occupy.

—Florence Marryat,

Spirit and Matter: The Logic of Colocation

The darkness of the stairs into the Strata folded its silky touch around me. I dug my Zippo out and flicked it alight. The walls were lined with puke-green tile, the grout brown with mold. The air hung thick and humid like a pool locker room. Carefully, we descended the concrete steps as they wound laterally and down. Soon, the black turned to grey, and the grey to hazy white.

My head began to feel as if someone had taken a bat to my skull. My vision blurred and memory returned . . .

. . . I stare at my brother Dan lying in his casket. I could reach out and touch him, but I know he’s not really here. Not the alive part. A rival gang had killed him. But I need to talk to him. He was the only one who would listen to me . . . In my shadow, from the large occlusion—the dark, lake-like scar—another wound snaked away like a tributary river. Just now, it was

glowing bright amber and felt raw as an exposed nerve.

I snapped my hair ties. No help.

I hummed a finished line from my song, but it was more aspirins for migraines. A moment later, our footsteps rang against a steel spiral staircase.

I clutched the iron stair railing to steady myself. “Are you all right?” Cassius asked.

I wasn’t, but we needed to hurry. “They have to be close.”

We got moving and soon entered the Modern Stratum inside an octagon at the center of a sewage pumping station. London had built these elaborate utilities in the nineteenth century to deal with the immense sewage problem known as the Great Stink. Topside, they were defunct. I’d visited a few of them on a tour sponsored by the British Library.

Around the octagon, several bright sconce lamps shone, lighting up intricate ironwork, brickwork, panels, and columns in red, green, ivory, and gold. The colors seemed more vibrant than they were in the world above, as if the vestigial memories creating the place lent it some romance. The stench was gone, leaving a cathedral of detailed Romanesque architecture that stretched up and out in radiant glory.

Unlike the world above, the four hallways that led away from the octagon each flowed with a small canal—two in and two out—running beneath the floor of the octagon itself. Cobbled walkways lined the canals, which stretched beyond the octagon into a station the size of a school gymnasium before disappearing into brick culverts. The water smelled surprisingly fresh, nothing like sewage.

Wrought into the ironwork that fronted the four walled sides of the octagon was the Shiguan mark.

Cassius scanned the octagon. “I do not see them.”

We started down one of the four short hallways away from the octagonal platform. Before we reached the end, Cassius stopped short, and I almost walked into him.

He turned, placing a hand on my chest. “It might be best if you let me go on alone. I can search the rest of the station without you.”

“What don’t you want me to see?”

“Even for me, it is an unholy sight.” Cassius lowered his hand. “I do not think you are ready⁠—”

“We’re wasting time.” I pushed past him.

Set into the floors of the broader station were hundreds of tiled rectangular tubs. The canals of river water fed the system of pools through dozens of small tributary channels. And in nearly every pool lay a submerged body.

I could hardly breathe. “Holy . . .”

Beyond the watery graveyard, enormous pumping engines hulked in the gloom, their pistons rising and falling in slow mechanical rhythm, pushing the water across the bodies.

“Suffer the gods,” muttered Cassius.

I finally caught my breath. “Why would anybody be storing so many bodies?” But I had a guess. When you go to war, you need an army.

Cassius bowed his head as if in prayer and said nothing.

I bent over, hands on my knees, to steady myself and take a few deep breaths. “Didn’t plan on looking for a body in a watery graveyard today.”

I lit my Zippo again, and we spread out on opposite sides of the canal. We wove past dozens of pools, stepping carefully over ice that had formed at their edges. Following a small tributary channel, I looked into one pale face after another. A few were familiar—Leinad Ke, founder of Banner music streaming; Morris Williams, London’s ranking minister for creative industries, media, and arts. There were others, too. Then, in the third row of pools, I found Angela DuFresne.

Feeling sucker punched, I knelt down, needing to catch my breath but also wanting to say something to her. In the flickering light of my Zippo I saw the puffy white scars on her forearms. She’d survived her own demons only to wind up here.

I clung to the side of Angela’s tub, the slick tiles cold against my fingers. She deserved better than this. I tried to think of a good prayer for her. At first nothing came. Then . . .

“When the cold steel pulls, the warm blood feels like an invitation you can’t stop. But don’t give in. Live another day. You’re more than what others thought.”

Her lyric.

A sharp pain stabbed behind my eyes. I pressed at my temples with the balls of my hands, but couldn’t make it stop. A wave of nausea gripped me. Feeling suddenly weak, my legs buckled, and I fell forward into the tub. Freezing water engulfed me as I splashed down past Angela’s body. I didn’t thrash or kick. I just . . . floated down. Then Cassius’s giant hand shot into the water, grabbed the collar of my jacket, and hauled me out. He laid me on the tile beside Angela’s pool. “Jack?”

The pain in my head had dialed back by half. “I’m okay.”

I could tell he didn’t believe me, but he helped me to my feet. “Come with me.”

We made our way between several rows of pools and crossed a small footbridge to a tub where fresh water lay splashed all around. Just beneath the surface of the water was Henry’s killer. His bindings had been removed.

“Grab his feet,” I said, reaching in and hooking him by his armpits.

We lifted him out and laid him on the tile. His smeared makeup made him look like a mad clown. I searched his pockets. Nothing.

Then I remembered something Emaline had said about compulsion bindings. I dug out my Zippo again, lit it, and held it on the other side of his face. A thin shadow cast down on the wet tiles. I didn’t know what I was looking for. Nothing I’d read or heard suggested I’d see much from a dead man. His shadow had the grey cast of a vestige, but frozen as if caught in a moment in time, instead of the flickering of gleam notes. A number of occlusions still lay scattered inside the grey.

But inside one of them, I saw something—an almost imperceptible pulse like a heart beating at the longest, most painful intervals. It spread from a raw scar torn in the rough shape of supplicating hands holding Brach’s tobacco leaf, encircled by a chain.

I dug the field manual out of my pocket. Water beaded and rolled off the resin-coated pages. But I didn’t need to read it. I knew instinctively that scars resulting from “crimes against the soul” would never fully heal. Not even in death.

And this scar was a combination of Henry’s and Brach’s personal sigils. I sighed with relief. I had the evidence to put Brach away.

Still dizzy and nauseous, I clambered to my feet. “Let’s get him topside.” As we carried the body back into the octagon, two men and a woman, all in dark clothes, stood waiting for us at the stairs.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



Among the primary thanaturgic catalysts is the khopesh knife, which must be forged from the Endless Dark.

—The Forger’s Art: A Volume of Black Metal Forms

They stood in a deliberate formation—two in front and one behind—blocking the stairs out of the pumping station. It reminded me of the way the abduction crew had come at me outside my apartment. The guy on the left had a buzz cut and black fatigues—cargo pants, vest with pockets, and thick-soled boots. He was lean, with an olive complexion. In each hand he held a metal rod with a ball at the end.

The woman on the right wore a black leather tunic that closed in a gentle arc over her right shoulder. Her dark hair hung in two long braids. She had to go six feet tall, with broad, straight shoulders, and was holding a long, curved sword.

Behind them stood a man in an old-timey suit and a Hulihee beard. He was taller than the others, but thin, with ruddy cheeks. In one half-raised hand he held a long, narrow lantern, gripping it by the familiar pistol grip at the center of one thick frame rod. In the other a violin bow. On his hip hung a curved black khopesh and spindles of thread.

His lantern cast their shadows on the tile floor. The two fighters were vestiges. The man with the lantern, a thanatist.

I still had only my knife, and no catalysts other than the Zippo, if that even counted. Cassius helped me lower the killer’s body onto the tiles next to a canal and stepped between me and the others.

“If we have to fight,” I whispered to him, “my blade won’t even cut their bindings.”

“You should stay back, either way,” Cassius reminded me.

Staying in the rear wasn’t my strong suit. “We’ll try another way.” I stepped forward and addressed the thanatist. “I don’t believe we’ve met.” The fellow’s bushy brows arched. “I am Joseph Bazalgette, engineer responsible for everything you see here. And you, Mr. Solomon, are trespassing.”

“You know me, then?” “I’m aware of you.”

I nodded and peered around the station. “Impressive work.”

Bazalgette sneered. “Of course it is, though the world above hasn’t any use for this particular station, even as a historical curiosity. And the others are now museums, of all the preposterous things.”

“You built all of them?” I asked.

He grinned. “Cholera was killing people. The city needed a sewage plan. I built thousands of miles of culverts, and a half dozen beautifully articulated stations.”

“And connected them to London’s river system?”

“On this stratum, yes. Since here, mass can be influenced by a good engineer’s light and ideas.”

“Wouldn’t this all be drawn from the collective memories of stratum semblances?”

“How many semblances do you imagine remember or care about a sewage station?” Bazalgette chuckled. “So, instead, I’ve shaped the past to build a scalable refrigeration solution for vessels.”

Cassius flexed his grip on his sword handle. “The frigid water preserves them as suitable hosts.”

Bazalgette seemed to take it as a compliment. “The sewage pumps have been repurposed to draw ice-cold, bacteria-free water into the pools, which prevents predation and abrasion. The pool system then connects to the Tyburn, which flows in from beneath Buckingham Palace. If you don’t think that’s been useful, you’re dimmer than most.”

“Ingenious,” I said.

“You should have seen what I was doing down here before your world stopped caring about me and my contributions.”

“I’m sure it was wonderful. But this time you’ve taken a body that may be material evidence in the homicide of a friend of mine. We’re going to need to hang on to it for a while.”

He stood silent for a second. “Typical. Here I am, doing the best with what I have, doing my part for my fellows, just as I did when I saved London from cholera, and there you are, putting your needs above ours, just as the topside world always does.”

“Look, I can’t⁠—”

“Your world gave me nothing but a plaque on some out-of-the-way street for my efforts.” Bazalgette shook his head. “No, Mr. Solomon. We will not be compelled. As it is, you’re in violation of several Precedent protocols.”

Couldn’t things go easy, just once. “I’ve no beef with you or your friends here, man. I’ll even return the body to you once we’re done with it.”

“You’re in no position to bargain,” said Bazalgette. “And frankly, Mr. Solomon, you’re in no position for a contest, either. Your vestige is outmatched, and I happen to know you’ve very little experience with this sort of thing.” “Cassius can hold his own.” I thought a moment. “As for you and me, how will it look if you withhold or destroy evidence of the assassination of a thanatist? I can’t imagine the Convocation will approve. If you walk away now, I’ll forget to mention it.”

“There’s no conspiracy, Mr. Solomon.” He raised his lantern. “There is simply the way of things.”

“Look,” I said, losing a bit of patience. “My friend is dead. I’m not going to trade threats with you. Either let us leave with the body or try to take it from us.”

Bazalgette stroked his lantern with his bow. An intense beam of light shot into his two vestiges. They both straightened and raised their weapons—a bracing stroke.

The two vestiges split and moved to flank us. Cassius screamed out “Bratros,” the war cry booming through the pumping station. The vestiges paused, shared a quick look, then circled around him.

“I have them,” Cassius said, and moved left. I resisted the urge to follow him—for now.

The buzz cut guy swung his rods. Cassius sidestepped the blows and stabbed the man in the side. As Buzz Cut fell, the woman with braids thrust her blade at Cassius’s neck. The centurion ducked but slipped on the tile floor and tumbled forward near Bazalgette’s feet. The engineer drew his khopesh and lunged for Cassius’s bindings.

Under Precedent Law I couldn’t directly attack the thanatist. But I wasn’t about to stand around doing nothing. I pulled my knife from my pocket and threw it—unopened—at Bazalgette. It whacked him in the chest and drew his glare up at me.

Cassius used the distraction to smash Bazalgette’s wrist with his massive fist, sending the man’s khopesh skittering across the tile. Behind the centurion, Braids swung her blade down at Cassius’s head.

“Look out!” I shouted.

Cassius rolled and jumped up in a fighting stance. While he and Braids circled, Bazalgette aimed his lantern at Buzz Cut and drew his bow across one of the rods framing his lamp. A haunting note sang out, and a beam of light brought the vestige to his feet. Ah, hell.

I didn’t have catalysts of my own yet to do anything for Cassius, but I caught a flash of Bazalgette’s khopesh near the wall to my right and dashed for it.

“Leave it be!” he screamed. “Not hardly,” I said.

I swept up the blade and circled in behind the two vestiges, who were now closing on Cassius. Bazalgette struck his lantern again—a fierce pull of his bow across two contact points. A bright swath of light stung my eyes, and all I could see were dark swirling afterimages.

A few feet in front of me swords clashed and clanged. I backed away, trying to let my eyes readjust to the gloom. Someone groaned.

When my eyes cleared, I found Bazalgette staring at the tile floor beneath me. He reverse-bowed his lantern, shooting light at my feet. The floor under me disappeared, and I dropped into the freezing water of the Tyburn.

A flash of light streaked across the surface above me, then everything went dark. The f loor had snapped shut, pinning me underwater. Holy crap. My books had said nothing about this kind of lantern-craft. The current began to pull me away. Keeping hold of the khopesh, I slammed a fist up into the rough wet timber subfloor to no effect. My lungs began to burn.

Spinning around in the dark water, I saw a glimmer of light. I swam toward it and was nearly there when my lungs gave out. I took a throatful of water and began to cough and thrash toward what I hoped was the surface. I splashed up in a tiled canal twenty yards downriver from the octagon.

The ringing of steel echoed past me. Cassius was still fighting.

I hooked my arm onto the cobbled walkway and pulled myself onto the cold stones. I hacked up as much water as I could before stumbling back toward the fight. Navigating between the watery graves, I made it to the octagon unseen and crept in behind Braids. I plunged my knife down at her neck, cutting loose her necklace. She bucked like she’d been goaded with an electric prod and whirled on me.

Cassius leapt between us and severed her sword hand—bracelet, blade, and all. She collapsed, howling.

“Clever,” said Bazalgette, now standing next to Henry’s killer’s body. Buzz Cut rushed Cassius again, swinging his rods in a quick arc. The centurion parried, ducked, then ran his sword through the vestige’s gut. The man sank to the wet tiles. I pounced and cut off his binding necklace. I heard a whoosh of flames igniting and swung around. Bazalgette was standing next to the killer’s flaming corpse. The sickening smell of

burning flesh wafted into the octagon.

I took a few steps forward, but Cassius grabbed my arm and held me back. “It is thanaturgic flame. It cannot be extinguished by other than thanaturgic means.”

I watched the evidence Emaline had taken such care to provide me burn. Damn.

Bazalgette smiled in the light of the flames. In his fingers he held the killer’s bindings. He rolled them back and forth, like tinder, until they flashed and were gone.

“I wouldn’t linger,” he said, casually strolling toward the cobbled walkway. He paused and looked back. “By the way, your violation of Precedent in openly attacking another thanatist didn’t go unnoticed.” Then he disappeared into the north culvert that followed the Tyburn toward the palace.

When he’d gone, I turned to his vestige warriors. They looked up at me wide-eyed, as their semblances began ripping free from their bodies.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



You can sanctify soil without much trouble, but hallowed ground is something altogether different, for not all soil is willing.

—Abbot Edwin, first Abbot of Westminster Abbey, Journals

Lying on the pumping station floor, Bazalgette’s fallen vestiges blurred in the same way Cassius had the night we met. They screamed and writhed on the wet tiles as their blue semblances began to tear from their corpses. Cassius stared down at his feet and sighed.

“Ah, hell.” I dropped to my knees next to Buzz Cut, scooped up his bindings, and tied them back around his neck. As I did, the memory of my brother Mark spending a whole Saturday with me at the pier came and went. My heart skipped a beat, and I took a hard breath. Buzz Cut stopped thrashing and lay still, staring up at me.

I did the same for Braids, tying her sword-hand binding around her elbow. The memory of Aunt Gloria chasing off some boys who’d followed me home flared and was gone. Another hollow.

These vestiges were still injured, but they wouldn’t lose themselves forever. I sat back, gasping for air, feeling a little weaker, and colder.

Cassius hunkered down next to me on the wet floor. “Are you all right?” “I think so.”

“Good,” he said. “Then tell me, please, why you would do that?”

“I don’t know, man.” I shook my head and told him I just didn’t want them to lose everything because of me.

The centurion glanced at the vestiges. “You show human empathy toward necromantic beings who would not have saved you.”

I sighed.

Cassius shook his head. “Sooner or later, you will have no choice but to dismiss a semblance from a vestige.”

I’d read the term. “ ‘Dismiss’ is an awfully clean word for killing someone.”

“Nevertheless—”

“As long as it’s not today.”

Cassius stood, his sword hanging at his side. “Well, Jack Solomon, I will at least say that I am happier to know you today than I was yesterday.” “Thanks, man,” I said, still trying to catch my breath. “Tell me something, though. Do semblances know what they’re getting into?

When they’re bound, I mean?”

“Most find it an acceptable risk,” Cassius explained, “since they believe that occupying a real body will improve their chances of moving on.”

I turned to the two vestiges, who were still gaping at me. “You two work for the Shiguan?”

“We did until you rebound us,” said Buzz Cut. I pulled his collar back. “No Shiguan tattoo.”

“A few of us remain unmarked,” he said. “For discreet tasks.” “Why did you save us?” asked Braids.

I chuckled. “Not your day to die, I guess.”

The vestiges looked up at Cassius, eyes wide. The centurion laughed. “He is . . . unconventional, but genuine.”

Buzz Cut stood. “I’m Sherzer.” Braids followed. “Delain.” “Good to meet you both,” I said.

“Now that we bear your mark,” Sherzer asked, “may we know what it represents?”

“My mark?”

Cassius took hold of Sherzer’s wrist and pointed to a sigil on his binding—music notation for the fermata. I’d seen it appear on Cassius’s threads the night I’d renewed his bindings, and the field guide said every thanatist has a unique sigil. Made sense this would be mine.

“It’s a fermata,” I told them. “From the Italian verb ‘to stay.’” I looked at the fermata tattoo on the back of my wrist. “Think of it like holding on, sticking it out when things get tough.”

“To stand firm,” Cassius added.

I nodded, then looked over at the corpse-paint killer, who was nothing now but a pile of ashes. “Cassius and I had only been here a few minutes, and you just happened to show up and take this body?”

Sherzer stowed his rods in a waist harness. “Bazalgette operates a sleeper team to feed his pools. We monitor morgue transmissions. Perform recovery operations.”

“What would you have us do?” asked Delain.

Their bindings were now mine, same as the centurion’s. I felt a tug of responsibility toward them, too—and wondered if my dad felt the same way about boys who fought for him.

“Maybe head over to the Iron Horse on Manette Street,” I told them. “You’ll be safe there. Ask for Lady. She’ll take care of your wounds.” I started to go, then stopped. “Would you be able to testify against Brach about the assassination attempt?”

They stared blankly at me. “We don’t know anything about an assassination attempt,” Sherzer finally said. “We just do body recovery. But if you were trying to take the body of a Shiguan assassin”—he pointed at Ghost Face’s ashes—“you’ve just made yourselves enemies of every Shiguan in the Strata. Word will get back fast. Bazalgette was right, you better not linger.”

Good advice. “Well, then, I guess you know what you’re getting into. And with me, it’s pretty simple: if you have my back, I’ll have yours. Cool?”

Sherzer smiled. “Cool.” Delain bowed.

“We can talk again later if you want,” I said. “But right now, it sounds like we better go.”

We hiked up the metal staircase into the silky darkness. I pulled my Zippo again. The little gift of flame was proving to be a treasure. I lit it, and with Cassius’s help pressed upward, Sherzer and Delain in tow.

Topside, I paused long enough to take several lungfuls of air. Then our new friends found a rear exit and headed to the Horse, as Cassius and I hurried down the hall toward the autopsy bay door.

Before we even got there, Cage opened it and whispered, “Quickly, out of the hall.”

We stepped inside.

“We can’t stay long,” I said. “Henry’s personal effects?”

Cage combed his ’stache. “Oh, my. Well, just these last few minutes a challenge to your legitimacy to claim the effects has been posted. Technically, I’m to hold the items until probate . . .”

I’d already run afoul the law with Detective Bryant. Why break precedent with the courts. “Just tell me where they are and I’ll grab them myself. You can tell the authorities I stole them.”

Cage pointed to the corner of his desk. I rushed over, grabbed a large manila envelope, then crossed back to the door.

“Again, so sorry for your loss,” Cage said.

A few feet away, Henry’s body lay on the cold metal table. This was an unhappy place. I silently said goodbye, then Cassius and I hurried from the morgue.

I called Chuey to tell him. He’d loved Henry, too. We spoke briefly and promised to catch up at the Horse. Then Cassius and I walked two blocks to a small courtyard and sat on a bench beside a large hedgerow in the afternoon sun.

The reality of Henry’s death was in this plain manila folder, and that was heavier and hurt more than anything else I’d been through recently. I didn’t need to do this here or now, but I wanted to. Maybe I needed to.

So, with trembling fingers, I unwound the little thread and pulled back the flap.

Gently, I shook out the contents—Henry’s wallet, his keys, and two slips of paper—letting them fall into my lap. This was what Brach had so desperately wanted. One of the papers was a laminated quote by Keith Moon: I love to see people laugh and I love it more if I can make them laugh. It was Henry’s favorite quote. I’d heard him say it a thousand times. The other paper was unreadable, the ink too blurred by river water.

His wallet held three wet photos: Martha, his wife, seated at a piano facing away toward a window; the Iron Horse stage, blurry, but I’d have bet it was the Who; and one of Henry and me laughing as we loaded a guitar cabinet into a van.

I miss you, Henry.

There were a few cards tucked tightly into his billfold. I pulled them out and slowly leafed through them. One was for an antiquarian. The other was from a barrister, a Mr. Alastair Cooper. Lawyers keep secrets for their clients, don’t they? Maybe this Cooper knew something that could help us.

I pulled out my phone again—waterproof to a depth of six feet, for once it seemed the manufacturer hadn’t lied—and dialed the number on the card. A familiar voice answered. “Alastair Cooper. Who, may I ask, is calling?”

“Church?”

The line went silent for several moments. “That you, Jack?” “Church, why does this solicitor’s card ring through to you?”

“I have a second phone . . .” The line went silent again. Then, “Bloody damn, you’ve been called to collect Henry’s effects, haven’t you? Jack, how quickly can you meet me at the Iron Horse? There are things we need to discuss posthaste.”

I’d wait to tell him Brach had been after Henry’s things. “I need to swing by my place to grab a shower and some dry clothes. Be there in fifteen.”

“Good,” said Church. “Oh, and Jack, you should know that some of the regulars never turned up today. Among the absentees was Jimmy. Gives me a bad feeling.”

I’d forgotten that I told Jimmy to come by for another lesson today at my place, which was now outside the protection of the ward. Angela’s pale skin in the water flashed in my mind.

I hung up my phone and shoveled Henry’s effects back into the folder. Then Cassius and I hoofed it back toward my flat. When we turned onto Flitcroft Street, the door to my apartment was open. Jimmy wouldn’t have left the door like that. Then something moved in the window. Cassius raised his sword, I drew my new knife, and together we stepped into my flat.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



Out of the Endless Dark came a host of wraiths and other vile creatures. Mad Jack called together a semblance army with the light and sound of his glorious pipes. Then, broadsword in hand, he led them in and put down the threat.

—Account of Chancellor Jack Churchill’s Defense of the Modern Stratum (collected by Convocation officials

as evidence of wraith collusion)

Cassius and I found my books strewn across the floor and a couple of chairs knocked over. My bronze boot lamp was toppled, the shade all torn to hell. Sofa mattresses had been pulled and tossed. And the orange-crate coffee table, eucalyptus plant, all of it was smashed.

I snapped my head toward the corner and sighed with relief. My guitar was still there, untouched, where I’d left it by the window. As Cassius closed the door, Lakshmi stood up from behind the sofa bed. I jumped and swung my knife toward her.

“Easy, Mr. Solomon.”

Cassius stepped closer. “What has happened?”

“I tracked a wraith to your flat, but Jack . . . I got here too late.” “What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Prepare yourself,” she said, pointing toward the kitchen.

A pair of bloody legs wearing Doc Martens lay on the floor in the kitchen doorway. Jimmy.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here in time to prevent it,” she said. “Jimmy, no . . .”

My throat suddenly ached and I clenched my teeth so hard they hurt, as I bit back a scream. The ache of losing someone throbbed again through my head; sharp pains stabbed at my temples like hot nails. I thought I might be sick. I shut my eyes and imagined Slayer’s “Raining Blood,” but couldn’t hear it. I shook my head and finally screamed a few notes.

Cassius came up beside me and put his giant hand on my shoulder again. The way Henry used to.

Henry, and now Jimmy. I leaned into Cassius to steady myself.

When I opened my eyes, Lakshmi was staring at me but had the decency to hold the questions I could see in her face.

All I could think about was Jimmy’s song from the day before—the soap box derby memory, the smile in his eyes as he’d sung it.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Mr. Bates fought well, considering that he was fighting a wraith.”

Maybe the hellhound had come for me again. “How do you know it was a wraith?”

“Wraiths leave a trace where they do mortal business. Their shadows form a print—a ghost shadow. But ghost shadows fade. So, we try to inspect the crime scene as quickly as possible. This scene, however, had been tampered with before I got here. Someone brushed the whole place clean with lantern light. There won’t be much left.”

“Why would someone do that?” I asked.

“To keep me from finding the wraith, since if I do, I’ll stop it from killing you.” She leveled a hard stare at me. “I told you there’d been wraith activity near here. This isn’t your first brush with a wraith, is it, Mr. Solomon.”

I had to come clean. “Something’s come at me three times, some kind of great hound.”

“Three times?”

I gave her the times and places. “But I wasn’t even here this time.

Why kill Jimmy?”

“I don’t know. Opportunity, maybe. I assume he was an acquaintance of yours?”

“A friend.”

To her credit, she didn’t say that maybe if I’d been honest before that, Jimmy might still be alive. She hunkered back down, looking over Jimmy’s bloody body again. His arm had been torn off, his head was attached only by a piece of esophagus, and his blood was smeared all over the linoleum floor. She checked a note on her phone. “There was an attack last night that looked a lot like this in Kingston upon Thames. Happened not long before this hound came past your apartment.”

I nodded. “Angela DuFresne. I knew her, too.”

“I’ve known wraiths to cover distance quickly,” she said, “but never that fast.”

“It’s probably wounded now.” I told her about the fight at Westminster. Lakshmi looked up and gaped. “You fought this wraith?”

“Cassius and I did, yeah, but we weren’t able to kill it.” “But you survived.”

I couldn’t tell whether she thought me brave or foolish, so I just nodded. “From what I understand, my rebirth is likely what brought it topside, and it’s going to keep after me until we put it down.”

Cassius shot a look at the door. “I should guard the alley in case it returns.” I thanked him and he slipped outside.

Then I finally knelt next to Jimmy. His body was broken at angles it shouldn’t be able to make. Blood had dried around his mouth and nose and eyes. I got out my Zippo, lit it, and held it behind his body. I didn’t know what I thought I might see, but it was becoming something that felt right to do.

His short shadow was lifeless grey, the gleaming waltz pattern gone.

But there was a scar there that I hadn’t seen before, ragged and raw. “What’s this?” I asked Lakshmi, pointing at the scar.

“It’s just what it looks like,” she said. “The wraith not only harvested some of your friend’s flesh, it took his spirit as well.”

“But why Jimmy?” I asked again.

“You said he was a friend.” Lakshmi thought a moment. “It’s possible that whatever you share in common with the wraith, you likewise shared in common with your friend.”

“We wrote a song together yesterday . . .”

Then I remembered Angela DuFresne, and our moment in the Iron Horse greenroom, as well as the wraith attack on the classical musicians in the Modern Stratum. “Maybe it’s not just hunting me,” I said. “Maybe it’s after anyone who loves to write music.”

“Maybe,” Lakshmi said.

I closed the Zippo and stared down at Jimmy like I’d stared down at Henry an hour ago. Important people in my life whom I’d never again get to talk to, sing with, or just hang around during after hours at the Horse. The silence of suffering closed me in, and it felt as if the pressure in my head might crack my skull. I snapped my hairbands really damn hard. Not much help.

“Henry’s dead, too. I just ID’d his body at the morgue.” I paused. “But at least his killer’s dead, as well.”

Neither revelation seemed like news to Lakshmi. “I am sorry about Mr. Wilkinson. He was a decent man.” She took a breath. “He died in a safe at the bottom of the Thames. Whoever put him there knew that, even if he returned from the Meadows, he’d immediately drown. And no matter how many times he drowned and came back, eventually . . . he wouldn’t. Because, eventually, he’d stop trying, or the winds would carry him to the fire.”

“Are you looking for whoever’s behind it all?”

“As time permits,” she said. “The raptorials have scarce resources to devote across all thanaturgic crime as it is, to say nothing of the dramatic increase in incidents these past few years.”

“What if I told you that I think I know who ordered the hit on me and Henry?”

“I’d ask if you have evidence.”

“A Shiguan recovery team may have just destroyed it.”

Lakshmi stood and put her phone away. “Regardless, whoever killed you and Mr. Wilkinson will never see to the dismissal of this wraith, even though its summoning is ultimately their fault.”

“Because it would out them as our killer, wouldn’t it?”

She nodded. “So, my time is best spent hunting this thing myself, since until it’s caught more innocents will die.”

“That’s fair.” I knelt there for another minute, trying, to no avail, to rub the pain from my temples. People were dead and gone because of me. I finally stood. “I’ll help you.”

“You understand that if you do, the same logic applies. The Convocation could view your effort to hunt down the wraith as an attempt to mop up after a crime.” Her eyes narrowed. “True or not, it won’t look good for you.”

I’d already crossed more thresholds than I could count. I damn sure wasn’t hesitating on this one. “I said I’ll help.”

Lakshmi almost smiled. “Couldn’t hurt.”

I looked down at Jimmy again. “Would the wraith that did this be considered mature?”

She eyed me. “Why do you ask?”

I shared what I knew about the Iron Horse ward and my hope to renew it.

“Putting aside the number of difficulties in dealing with a wraith,” she said, “it’s hard to tell how mature it is from a compromised ghost shadow. You might be able to see it with thanaturgic light, which I don’t wield, and you don’t yet possess.”

She meant light produced by burning ghost stone in a thanatist lantern, like Brach had shown me when we met. “But it’s possible?”

“Perhaps,” she said.

“Maybe we can use this wraith then, to renew the ward.”

“Maybe.” She told me she’d send a team to take care of Jimmy’s body and would look in on me herself at the Iron Horse later. Then she left me in the silent company of my dead friend. The old anxiety and pain crept back in so hard my ears started to ring.

Jimmy’s guitar—his beautiful Martin—lay on the floor beyond him, next to my mini oven. I walked over to it, opened the case, and found Jimmy’s ax unbroken—same as mine. I took it out, shuffled back over to his side, brushed a D minor chord, and let it ring out.

Then, I tore into his third verse as clean as I could. The derby race. Somewhere I really hoped Jimmy could hear it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



The maturation of a wraith results from its consumption of other wraiths and semblances, usually to satisfy its one particularly maddening need.

—Anonymous Cython author, The Maturation of Wraiths

Cassius and I steered wide of two Shiguan thanatists and a half dozen of their vestiges prowling the Iron Horse barrier, which we passed through just as we turned onto Manette Street. It had receded more than a hundred feet on this end since the night I was attacked. Time was running out fast.

At the Iron Horse door, I looked back at the Shiguan. “Hey, Cassius, would you mind standing guard here? Just in case.”

“Prudent thought.” Cassius turned his back to the wall like a sentry. “If you need me, call out.”

“Thanks,” I said, and stepped inside.

From habit, I looked over at the spot where Henry would normally have been standing. I would miss seeing him there with his easy smile, drying glasses.

Lady was sitting in the far corner near Delain and Sherzer, both of whom sat on her cots against the wall. I made my way toward them, offering hellos as I passed Westy, Ella, the Parley twins, and a bunch of new faces almost certainly here due to the shrinking ward. Lady was wrapping Delain’s arm as I approached. Both vestiges tried to stand.

“Nah, don’t get up,” I said. “How are you guys feeling?” “Fine,” they replied in near unison.

Lady kept at her work. “I’d hug you, dear, but I’m somewhat preoccupied.” “A hug? For what?”

“Well, after the war,” she began, “I took a position at the Foundling Hospital in Bloomsbury. That was 1741, it was. Such beautiful children.” Lady attached a three-tined prosthetic to Delain’s stubbed arm and began wrapping it with a compression bandage. “When I died, I found myself on my era’s stratum. For nearly a century I watched semblance children arrive again and again, heartbroken to see them come into the Strata alone. Then one day a thanatist showed up with a proposition: he offered me resources to serve topside foundlings in exchange for my services tending his battered vestiges.” She tapped Delain’s fork hand and released it. “Eventually, I’ll get you a hand of flesh and bone.”

I didn’t want to imagine where Lady might procure a human hand. “How’d you wind up at the Horse?”

“After years in his service, I told my binder I would no longer be a party to his endless crusade, and fast as you can eat a pudding he stopped renewing my bindings. I’d have slipped away into nothingness had Henry not rescued me. Much as you’ve done for these two here.”

Lady stood and gave me that hug. Over her shoulder, in her candle-cast shadow, I noticed a particularly long scar that looked to have been sutured somehow; a silvery thread had stitched the wound closed. Something told me this was her primal moment, but because it had been torn and mended, I chose not to look any deeper.

Delain held up the three-tined arm extension. It looked like a huge, sharp fork. “This ought to come in handy,” she said with a grin. “Though this was my good pint hand.”

Sherzer chuckled, even as he swept his gaze across everyone like a scout.

I stole a glimpse of Delain’s and Scherzer’s shadows on the edges of their cots. They had patterns and occlusions like everyone else, including the darker scars of primal moments.

In Delain’s shadow, I saw the image of a man I guessed was her father. He was wearing a Scottish kilt, facing down a handful of bandits while she clutched a toy doll. I sensed in her a deep pride for him.

In Sherzer’s shadow lurked the embarrassment of being ostracized by the smart kids, because he liked contact sports. That, and countless fights with street thugs along someplace called “Murder Mile” before he was recruited into Britain’s Special Air Service.

The images weren’t entirely clear—that would require a lantern and ghost stone—but the candles showed me sketches of these moments.

When I looked up, I saw Church at his customary table, and Chuey coming through the door, a short bat protruding from his backpack.

“Lady, Chuey, you got a minute?” I asked.

We crossed the pub and slid into Church’s booth—classic metal, with band patches of Manowar, Dio, and all the rest sewn into the old red vinyl upholstery. On the table, the candle burned bright inside Henry’s Peruvian wind glass—just one of his growing collection from different countries.

Church leaned forward. “How are you faring, lad?” “Not so well.”

“Come on then,” said Church. “Out with it.”

No good way to say it. “Henry is dead . . . Jimmy, too.” Lady’s hand curled over mine.

Chuey got really still. “Damn, Jimmy, too.”

I didn’t say anything else just then. I’d had a little time to grieve. They needed theirs. Still, sharing it brought back all the feelings in a painful rush, and I wished like hell there’d been a band blaring from the venue stage.

After a while, Church cleared his throat. “Tell us what happened.”

I’d been dreading this part. “After they shot Henry, they put him in an iron safe and dumped him in the Thames. Jimmy seems to have been killed by the wraith that I probably called up when I was reborn.”

Another short silence fell between us.

“We all loved Jimmy”—Lady squeezed my fingers—“but don’t you dare hold yourself responsible for his death.”

“Quite right,” said Church. “Jimmy would have been the first to disabuse you of such a notion.”

“Maybe. But that doesn’t change anything, does it? Jimmy’s dead, and I’m at least partly to blame.”

Church rested his forearms on the table and knitted his fingers together. “My boy, by such logic we are all of us crucifiers. There’s an ocean of difference between culpability and causality, and that difference has everything to do with intent.”

Chuey knocked the table. “Damn straight.”

After that no one said anything for a few minutes, and in the silence, I noticed Lady’s bindings were dim. She and Church had lost not only their friend but their binder, too.

I reached out and gently touched their wrist threads. Memories of band rehearsal and early gigs filled my mind. The sigils brightened, and Henry’s mark of supplicating hands rewove into a fermata—the mark that seemed to belong to me. I hated watching the change. It felt like an insult to Henry. But I finished, the effort leaving more hollows inside me where the memories had been. I only knew that I’d lost some small good things, and yearned to know what, because somehow I just felt less like myself.

The field manual said that sometimes the memories could be restored. Usually by a priest. Kincaid may be a Stryper fan, but I wasn’t ready to become a church regular. The point was that I couldn’t do it on my own, which was why most thanatists used the energy of a third soul to revitalize a vestige, if they did at all. I finally sat back to catch my breath and let my heart steady out.

Church and Lady smiled at me when I was done.

Looking around the Horse, I realized how many of its patrons had bindings. “Church, do all these bindings belong to Henry?”

He nodded. “They do, my boy.”

“How did Henry take care of so many vestiges?” I asked.

“Simple, really,” said Lady, “he loved them, same as he loved you.”

How had Henry loved so many people when I’d only managed to carve out room for a few? I let that go and caught my friends up on everything else, including the raptorial’s promise to hunt the wraith.

“She called on us, too,” Lady shared. “She’s a bit measured for my taste, but I’ll judge a good one to make a friend of.”

Next, I filled them in on what I’d seen and heard in the Strata—my fight with Bazalgette, the corpses in the water, and everything I knew about Brach’s revolution—keeping my promise to Emaline not to mention her.

“Dear Heaven,” said Church, taking his cigar out of his mouth, “then the past’s resentments have truly escalated . . . war with the topside world.” “For real?” Chuey ran a hand over his buzz cut. “Hells, that makes an

LA turf war sound like a game of red rover.” I forced a smile.

“Well,” said Lady, “I won’t ever kneel to Brach. I doubt any of Henry’s other people will, either. Which means that, should Brach win, he’ll have to dismiss us all. And that being the likelihood, I’m in for a pound.” “Hear, hear,” said Church. “I’m of Thomas Jefferson’s persuasion on the matter: I shall engage in eternal hostility against every form of tyranny over the mind of man.”

Chuey placed a hand on the handle of his bat. “I’d fight this dude just for wanting to control our music. But mi abuelo was lined up and shot for disagreeing with a dictator. So, this clown better just stay in his hole.”

That wasn’t going to happen. “Well, I won’t let Henry go unavenged.

Not without a fight, anyway. So, I’ve got to prove Brach did this.” Church put his cigar back in one corner of his mouth. “Stiff upper lip, then, lad. What’s to be done?”

“Everyone is probably on edge, wondering about Henry.” I looked around the pub again. I didn’t want to make a broad announcement—that seemed too blunt. “I’ll work through the tables to let everyone know about Henry and Jimmy, and rebind anyone who needs it. Church, when

I’m done, can we meet on the venue side? Quieter, and we can get some privacy to finish our phone conversation.”

“Very good,” said Church. “Henry made some arrangements. I just need to gather some things from the back office first. I’ll see you shortly.”

Just then, three guys dressed in white delivery aprons and hats stepped into the Horse, carrying several food bags.

“Ah, good,” Chuey said. “I ordered lasagna for everybody. In my family, we eat when we grieve. We’ll now eat for Jimmy, too.” He dashed off to get plates from the kitchen for the house. Chuey and I had eaten lasagna together more times than I cared to count.

I went first to the thrash table, where Westy, Ella, and the Parley twins were embroiled in their old debate—talent versus training. “Hey, can I talk to you guys a minute?” Quietly, I told them the news. Westy buried his face in his hands. The others stared, as if hoping I’d take it back.

In the candlelight, I looked into the shadows of my thrash friends. Westy had been an orphan. Ella had played professional football and hoped someday to do so again. And the Parley twins had been kicked out of their home for taking a religion.

Peering into their primal moments was like opening a friend’s diary. Not simply because I might see moments that were sad or tragic—many were filled with hope and passion—but more because I wasn’t sure I should be looking at all. These were secrets even friends didn’t always share. But if it was a sin to peer into the hearts of my friends in order to ease their pain, then I’d gladly take the hit when penance came due. I couldn’t look all the way down, but enough to guide me a little in sharing a few words of comfort.

When I was done, Westy lifted his head. “Thanks, Jack.” The others said the same.

“No worries, guys.” I glanced at their bindings. “Any of you need me to freshen your threads? No strings attached.”

They chuckled at my bad joke. Only Ella needed any thread care. Another memory was lost, another hollow inside me. Ella started to jabber about returning to the football field. She looked so happy.

The other tables proved just as hard—imparting little bits of myself, learning the secret hopes and fears of people I called friends.

How had Henry borne such incredible responsibility and kept that easy smile on his face all the time? I was no Henry. And I was a wreck when I got finished. Felt like I’d run a mile. But I lingered in the pub an extra minute, not to catch my breath, but because I wasn’t sure I was ready to hear what Church was so eager to tell me about Henry’s arrangements.

I finally ducked through the velvet curtain into the venue side.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



Human scripture submits that transgression begins in the heart. This truth illuminates opportunities for the willing thanatist.

—Shadow Theory Apocrypha: A Discussion of Umbralogical Potentialities

Church hadn’t gotten to the venue side of the Iron Horse yet. So, I stood in the middle of the empty floor, taking in the settled musk of sweat and smoke and spilled beer. Such a great smell.

Someone had forgotten to coil the amp cables and put away the mic stands from the last gig. I jumped onstage and set to doing so, winding the cables into manageable circles, straightening out the stands, and setting them all in their place.

When I was done, I stood center stage, staring out at the empty space where hundreds of music lovers crammed in to watch and listen to the best up-and-coming bands. The latent thrill never got old. Being onstage felt like a miracle. Like new life every time I stepped out to share my music, believing the songs mattered, that they might live on in the people after the show was over.

Church stepped through the curtains, his satchel under his arm and his stogie in his mouth. “You’ve always looked quite at home up there, Jack.

Reminds me of how I used to be with my wife and little ones after a good day in court.”

He drew two chairs to the center of the empty floor and waved at me to come sit.

I hopped down and took my seat. I loved Church, even though we were as different as tweed and leather. “Alastair Cooper? Barrister?”

Church chuffed a soft laugh. “I served as a barrister for a time before, well, before I died.”

“Sounds like there’s more to that story,” I said.

“How about we save the rest for another time? Suffice it to say the old name allows me to work the topside courts. If I’m honest, though, being Church is more fun.”

I had a feeling I’d be needing both sides of him. “So . . . what about Henry.”

“Well, Jack, not to put too fine a point on it, but the Iron Horse is now yours.” He reached into his satchel and pulled out a clipboard with some documents attached.

Seemed like Brach’s concern about me being Henry’s “next of kin” was justified. I told Church about Brach’s appearance at the morgue.

“He didn’t get anything, did he?”

“No, but what would he have been looking for?”

Church leaned over his cane. “Could have been hoping to find me—the executor of Henry’s will.” He stroked his beard. “But I think Henry also kept a perishable copy of access codes in his billfold. Perhaps the ward lock to the Abyssal Steps was on it. In either case, he’s too late. Henry has bequeathed the Horse to you.”

Old Henry, I should have known. “That’s too generous. And I’m not sure I’d know how to run a pub and venue even if half the clientele weren’t already dead.”

“The Horse does have business operations, of course. Those are part of its proprietorship. But we have, as you know, senior staff members who can help make that transition seamless for you, present company included.”

“I think I could do something on the venue side,” I said. “Booking bands, sound and light engineers. Stuff like that.”

“Of course you can. But it wasn’t your music expertise or even Henry’s belief that you’d return as a thanatist that convinced him to give you the Iron Horse.”

I waited.

Church thumbed the papers. “He recognized a particular quality in you, Jack. He wanted someone to carry on here who would manage the place—its people and purpose—with authentic care and concern.”

I looked up at the stage behind Church. I loved Henry. I loved the Iron Horse. But I was just a songwriter. Everything I’d done in life, even working here, had been about my music. It was the only thing I knew or was any good at.

But this place was now all that stood between the London we knew and a war that would kill thousands in order to implement Brach’s vision for the city. And once installed, his revolution would bend all minds to his will, beginning . . . with music.

I hooked a finger around the elastics on my wrist, anticipating their bite against my skin . . . then remembered Henry’s warm hand covering my own in the greenroom a few nights ago.

We all come around to where we’re supposed to be.

I let go of my elastic bands. “You want me to sign something, then?” Church rifled through his briefcase for some papers. “God love you,

Jack, always leading with your heart.”

It was why the Hounds had let me go. Like the time I’d promised to have Church help us incorporate, but then Henry’s dishwasher quit, and I wound up spending the next few months helping Henry in the kitchen. Like all the times I’d missed band rehearsals helping Iron Horse friends move or whatever. Like never finishing my song.

And before that, coming to London in the first place.

After my brother Dan’s funeral, I knew I had to leave the city. Get away for real. The night of my flight to Heathrow, I went to tell Dad I was leaving. I’d expected a dressing down. Instead, he drove me to the airport. We didn’t talk the whole way. But at the LAX departure curb, we sat a moment more in silence before he patted my leg and said, “You go, son. Chase this thing. Try and be happy. Happier than me, anyway.” It was the best memory I had of the man.

Part of me wondered if when I signed these papers, despite what Henry had said, I’d be putting away my music for good—the one thing I’d left everything behind to chase. But that thought was too painful just now.

“Will any of this help us protect the ward against Brach?” I finally asked. “Before we get to that, may I ask one favor?”

“Shoot.”

“Sometime tomorrow, if there’s time, I would very much appreciate your visiting Golders Green Crematorium. In his will, Henry asked that, once we’re sure he won’t return from the Meadows, his body be cremated—so that it won’t be used to any nefarious purpose—and some of his ashes spread in the same spot at Golders as Mr. Keith Moon’s.”

Henry had taken me there often to see Moon’s marker and talk about the man, his music . . . and pretty much everything else.

“Would you be so kind as to select the urn?” Church asked.

I’d pay for it myself, even if I had to sell an amp. “You can count on it.” Church rolled his cigar from one corner of his mouth to the other.

“Now, to the rest. Given the forceful maneuverings against the Iron Horse, we cannot allow a lapse in proprietorship.” He laid the clipboard on my lap and handed me a black fountain pen. I signed and handed the pen and papers back. “The will also deeds you his rooms at St. Giles, which Henry owned outright.”

It’d be a while before I could live where Henry had lived. “I doubt titles and deeds are going to stop Brach.”

“You’ve satisfied the legal requirements. The continuity of the ward, however, requires something more.” He pointed his cane toward the left-stage hatch that led to the Abyssal Steps. “That’ll take us into the grotto beneath the Horse where we can begin the renewal of the ward. But not today. Today we eat lasagna and remember Henry.”

Lasagna.

We went back into the pub and spent the balance of the day sharing stories about Henry and eating until we couldn’t hold a fork. When everyone had gone, I locked up and crept back to the greenroom. I was again tired but not sleepy. Probably because I’d be going down the Steps tomorrow.

So, I sat on the old green couch and dug back into Henry’s books, hum-reading until almost three in the morning before nodding off.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



The span of a ward is derived from the number of souls in its bond, but can be extended by the light of souls that reside within the environs of its care.

—William Murdoch, chief Cython luxographer,

The Effects of Cumulative Light

At ten o’clock sharp, Church met me at the left side of the Horse stage, where he opened the lock to the Abyssal Steps and lifted the hatch. He’d said these steps went all the way down to the bottom of London history—its oldest secrets and silences. Things far down in the dark that might want to be left alone. Yet I felt pulled toward them. “The renewal of the ward comes in two parts,” he said, breaking me from my trance. “I can help you with the first part and hope it buys us the time we need to deduce the second part.”

He then led me down the earthen steps to a stone door with no handle. In the dimness, he traced a series of figures against it with his finger. The door groaned back, and the scent of earth and dry roots whooshed over us.

“Tell no one,” he whispered, “but the door opens by simply tracing the words ‘Please talk to me again I need you.’ ”

It was the chorus from the Who song “I Need You.” Of course it would be the Who. Reminders of my friend were going to be everywhere.

We entered an undercroft formed entirely of cold, chiseled dirt, save for an arched tunnel of stones. Church pulled out a pen flashlight and led me through it. At the far end, we passed into a circular grotto that must have run a hundred feet across and thirty feet high. It smelled of fresh loam and old rock. He led me around the perimeter to the far side, where another set of stairs went down. “The Abyssal Steps,” he said. “There’s a door like the one we just passed on every level of the Strata. Same trace-lock.” He then walked to the middle of the grotto and turned his light on me. “Over here.”

I followed, the hairs on the back of my neck beginning to rise.

“This is a unique chamber, Jack, because the soil here is hallowed.” He crouched and stared down at the dirt floor. “It harbors the memories of those who’ve defended the Iron Horse and all its permutations across the millennia. Those permutations are all musical in some way, too, and all fortify its original intent.”

“Which is what?”

“To be a safe haven, a bulwark against tyranny, consecrated by the suffering of innocents on this very spot.”

That about matched the feeling I was getting. “What am I supposed to do?”

“For the first part, simply put your hands into the soil. Feel it. Let it feel you. The Iron Horse needs to accept you before you’ll be permitted to renew the ward.”

“What if it rejects me?” I asked.

“Honestly, we have no contingency. So, best foot forward, as they say.” None of this was in the books. “Is there something I should know first?” “Concentrate so that you may perceive its voice.”

“In dirt?”

“I suspect you’ve seen any number of things in entirely new ways of late.” Church started backing away. “Let your thoughts run out. They’ll find a home.”

I knelt down and slowly pushed my fingers into the loam. Almost immediately, my vision exploded. In a rush of sights and sounds I stood in more than a hundred different moments on this very ground.

The scent of oak bark and wet straw, the brush of wind and hiss of rain, the crimson sunset and hard yellow midday. I saw refugees marching down from forest hills, crying, with rough sacks on their backs; old men praying at stone monuments; soldiers resting by a stream, swords in their hands; children in nightgowns reading books with curled yellow pages; families huddled by cook fires against the icy wind. I wanted to help them. I felt that Henry wanted me to help them.

When I pulled my hands from the dirt, it began to roil and shift. A moment later it surged up into human form, churning, remaking itself into one figure after another—woman, child, man. Some smiled, some cried, others looked frightened, still others defiant. Deep tones of shifting earth rose up from their throats. Some tried to reach out, their arms spiraling into dirt and sand, grainy and ephemeral.

A moment later, all the faces and forms resolved into a woman fashioned of swirling soil and dust. She stood hunched over and emaciated. Even through the shifting soil of her face, she looked tired and weak. The woman turned her focus on me, though she had no eyes.

“Who are you?” I asked.

I am the ward of these grounds, she said inside my mind. “How can you⁠—”

The walls and ceiling of the grotto seemed to disappear, and I was suddenly kneeling on a mud path under a rainy grey sky. Around me, several hovels were burning despite the rain. Dozens of people lay wounded and bleeding. Some moaning. Some silent. Thundering hooves faded in echoes. Then, the woman, her hair muddy, her face covered in blood, began to sing. The world around me transformed with the ebb and flow of her melody and became the Asphodel Meadows. Souls stood up to be taken by the

winds to the mountain of fire . . . until her song invited them back.

But they didn’t return to their effigies the way I had. Instead, one by one, their souls joined hers, each one brightening her shine. When all

had come, her song modulated, the Meadows faded, and she stood again in the mud and rain. There, a plain-looking man in a long coat gently wrapped a vibrant crimson twine around her. When he’d finished, its ends plummeted into the ground like anchor chains and she ceased to sing.

The images and sounds faded, and I was kneeling back in the grotto, looking into the shifting-earth visage of the woman.

Their sacrifice hallowed this parcel of ancient London’s bloodied soil against any future claim that might be made upon it or its people. That is who we are. And that is how we protect our home.

My mind raced, drawing connections between what I’d been shown and what little I’d learned about spiritual wards from Father Kincaid.

I have shown you our past. Now I will show you yours.

Suddenly, I felt like I was looking into a mirror at my ten-year-old self. It was actually my reflection in the front window of my childhood home on 107th Street. I saw little me, leaning on the back of the couch. Mama was backing down the driveway. She was crying at the wheel of the old Dodge. She reached into the back seat for a tissue, and I caught sight of the wine-splash birthmark on the back of her neck. I grabbed my neck where I have the same mark and screamed against the window for her to come back. I started to cry as she drove away.

Then the memory shifted to another place.

I clutched my wrist and screamed at the dirt woman. “No!”

There is more.

“I can’t . . .” I leaned forward and pressed my forehead into the cool soil to ease the pounding behind my eyes.

You are too much a prisoner of your own history to be steward over ours.

I looked back up at her. “There’s a war coming, and I have to strengthen you against it. People are counting on me.” People had died because of me. “Please, tell me how I can help.”

That is part of your prison, Jack, believing that meeting the needs of others will somehow restore the unmet need of the boy in the window.

That was too much to process. “Then what do I do?”

You have to make your spirit right.

I crept forward, still clutching my wrist. “How do I do that?”

You must begin to forgive those who’ve abandoned you. As soon as she’d said it, I knew she was right. “What if I can’t?”

Then we are lost.

“I’ll try⁠—”

The Ward jolted as if struck. Dirt rained down from her.

“What’s happening?” I peered around the grotto. “Are you okay?”

We are under attack. Modern Stratum. Tin Pan Alley. Help us.

She crumbled to the ground, silt and dust rising in eddies around me. “What is it?” Church hollered from the far wall.

“The ward’s being attacked. Modern Stratum. We have to go.”

Church rushed up the grotto steps. A few moments later he returned with Cassius, Lady, and Chuey, who was carrying his bat. Church crossed to the corner and pressed a rounded rock near the Abyssal Steps. A section of the wall receded and slid left, revealing a large, well-lit weapons closet.

“Jack,” said Church, “your new khopesh is thanaturgic steel, far better than anything we have here. But Chuey, you won’t be very effective in the Strata with just a bat. Quick, choose a weapon.”

“This might have come in handy sooner,” I said.

“Perhaps,” Church agreed, “but it wasn’t something I could share until the Horse belonged to you.”

“No catalysts?” I asked.

“There’s a catalyst closet, too,” said Church, “but only Henry had keys. You’ll need to get to a catalyst market as soon as you can. For now, Henry’s penchant as a collector is our good fortune.”

The case held Japanese kakute, spiked rings; an Italian boarding sword, its one edge deeply serrated; a Zulfiqar scimitar; and a dozen more. Chuey pulled down an Aztec macuahuitl, a large paddle whose edges had been fitted with sharpened obsidian. A skull with inlaid turquoise eyes had been carved into the flat side.

“I once told Henry about the stories mi abuela used to tell me about the macuahuitl.” Chuey held it up and gazed at it. “You think Henry knew someday I’d need one?”

It certainly seemed Henry had been planning ahead.

I shrugged at Chuey’s question. “Listen, man, you’ve got no reflection thread, so up here in our world you see things the way thanatists want you to see them. But this Enigma Covenant thing only applies to our world.”

Chuey hefted his macuahuitl. “So, down in this Strata place, I’m gonna finally get to see this stuff for what it really is.”

“It can feel strange.”

He grinned. “I’ll watch for celebrities.”

I grabbed a sheath for my khopesh from the weapons closet and tucked it into my jeans at the small of my back. “Let’s go.”

My friends all drew their weapons. I lit my Zippo, and traced the Who word-lock on the door to the Abyssal Steps. Then, together, we all started down toward Tin Pan Alley.


CHAPTER THIRTY



Music is not only a source of pleasure, but can also be an elegant tool for ensuring that the masses desire their own domination.

—Excerpt of a letter from Muster Brach to the Strata secretary of Athens, Greece

The stairs were old concrete, cracked and slumping like so many backstreet cellar steps. Lath and plaster walls had crumbled and cracked, grown through with roots, filling the stairwell with the scent of dry rot and old nails. As we hurried down the Abyssal Steps, the pressure began to grow in my head and the old anxiety boiled up . . .

. . . I stood outside the Hounds’ rehearsal room reading an email that explained why my key no longer worked. They’ d fired me, leaving me behind as they prepared for Wembley. I could hear them rehearsing as I walked away . . . In my shadow thrown by the Zippo, snaking away from the long, narrow, lake-like scar, was a small, raw wound, like a tributary river, that burned amber.

I stumbled down the last few steps to a grey metal door with a steel kickboard. I traced the Who quote and pushed it open. We emerged inside the Horse, just left of the stage. Down here, there was no division between the venue and pub—it was all just one large room with a wide stage. The wooden floor had been polished, and the upholstery in the booths looked like actual leather—no patches sewn on anywhere. Half those booths were full of . . . hippies, I guess you’d have to call them. And the band that was playing—I’ll be damned if it wasn’t Humble Pie, the first band to ever be called heavy metal. They were jamming their tune “As Safe as Yesterday Is.”

I sighed with relief as the music washed over me, relieving the headache and nausea; the amber scar in my shadow faded with it, turning black.

But the music didn’t seem to help Chuey, who quickly dug his rosary from his pocket and began to work its beads.

I circled back to him. “You don’t have to come.”

He caught his breath. “Seriously, bro? When did your slow ass ever win a fight without me?”

I pointed to his rosary. “You got enough beads for your evil ways, then?” “It’s a lot to take in, man. This whole Strata thing.” He looked up. “You remember that kid from Compton I tangled with? Guy who called

my mom a crack whore?”

“Yeah, his friends carried him away unconscious.”

“I went too far, Jack. I kept hurting him after he was beat. It’s been hard to let that one go.” He put his beads away. “Gonna send him a gift basket when we get topside.”

I smiled and turned to see the crowd gaping at us—we were all carrying weapons. We apologized for the intrusion, then scrambled through the front door and out onto Manette Street.

On Charing Cross Road, we took the next right onto Denmark Street—Tin Pan Alley: an entire street lined with guitar shops, recording studios, sheet music retailers, and vintage vinyl and CD sellers. For a hundred and fifty years, it had been a music mecca.

But right now, semblances were tearing past us, fleeing the alley, wide-eyed and panicking. Others stood screaming at the far end of the street, where bursts of amber light exploded one after another. Following each flash, tremors shook the road, glass rained down from shattered windows, and fire licked up the storefronts.

I dashed ahead past Wunjo Guitars, Rose Morris pianos, and other music businesses. Their proprietors stood in their doorways, gasping at the

explosions. Above the French-terraced shops, semblances leaned out second-and third-story apartment windows, pointing toward the disturbance.

“Get ready,” I called to my friends. “This might go hard.”

Another intense burst of light rippled out over an invisible wall several yards ahead—the ward barrier hadn’t retreated as far on this stratum. When the light cleared, maybe ten paces on the other side of the ward stood a thanatist wearing a neatly tailored three-piece suit with a pocket kerchief. He sported a white mane and beard, looking a good deal like Kris Kringle. The man’s deep-set eyes sparkled in the flames raging through Hank’s Acoustic Guitars and Regent Sounds Studio.

In one hand the thanatist held a brass lantern with a cylinder at its center, in the other a bow. A gang of Shiguan vestiges stood behind him, clutching several semblances who trembled in fear. One of the semblances was James Baring, who’d owned Regents, where the Stones and Sabbath and the Who had all recorded albums. Next to him was Marc Bolan, who’d written one of my favorite songs, “Bang a Gong (Get It On).” And next to him stood Marianne Faithfull, forever a part of the Stones legacy, featured on Pink Floyd’s The Wall and the Beatles’ “Yellow Submarine.” She was a legend, and Mama’s favorite.

The thanatist smiled and motioned to his team. Two Shiguan dragged Bolan forward. With the same grace as a master violinist positioning his instrument and striking the first note, the thanatist took hold of his lantern at the center of one thick frame rod, raised it, spun the cylinder, and raked his bow across it as it whirled.

An earthy tone sang out, his lantern brightened. Bolan’s semblance began to dissolve into particles of light that flared with the pull of the thanatist’s bow.

“No.” I started forward, but Cassius dragged me back.

The thanatist then struck his lantern viciously in several long, shrill notes, and the light that was Bolan rushed into the lantern and out again, an intense beam now firing at the ward.

Bolan’s light exploded against the barrier. It shot up and out, ripping stone from the buildings on both sides of the alley, cracking the street, beneath us, and undulating over the surface of the ward until the barrier had collapsed back another three feet.

A moment later the notes ceased, and only remnant embers of Bolan drifted on the air like fireflies winking out.

“Dear me,” whispered Church. “All the lad’s musical memories . . . gone now forever.”

There’d been nothing in the books suggesting a thanatist could use a semblance as fuel for a lantern attack. It certainly wasn’t in Henry’s little field manual. Cython apocrypha then maybe. Whatever it was, I didn’t like my odds. Still, this son of a bitch had just killed a wonderful musician. I glared at him, clutching my khopesh.

“Jack”—it was Chuey—“this guy just repurposed light . . . with a lantern. That’s like CERN-level energy manipulation, Ese, and all you got is a knife. Go easy.”

The white-bearded thanatist with the three-piece suit smiled impassively and held up a hand. “Now that I have your attention, may we speak?” He came straight for me, crossing the ward as easy as you please. As he neared, I spotted a Shiguan pendant hanging from an elegant vest chain. Cassius, Church, Lady, and Chuey formed a protective line to stop him.

“It’s okay,” I told them.

“Mr. Jack Solomon,” said the man, coming to a stop in front of Church. “I have a proposition for you.”

I stepped between Chuey and Lady. “And you are?”

He sighed and rolled his eyes. “I am Sir Joseph Swan.” When I didn’t say anything, he frowned and continued. “I gave the world electric light, Mr. Solomon. No doubt, you believe that honor belongs to Tom Edison. But that’s your modern education crediting the bastard for doing little more than stealing patents from my design.”

I knew a fair amount about Edison but couldn’t recall this joker’s name, so just nodded.

“Mr. Solomon,” he went on, “I’m here to offer one last chance for peace.” “That’s a bit different from the note you guys pinned with a knife to

the Iron Horse door,” I said.

“Not really. The point is that Mr. Brach has immense resources in both the thanaturgic world below and in the broader mortal world above. Case in point, the heavy metal band Life for Death, you’ve heard of them, I assume?”

“Yeah. Met their singer once.”

“You know, then, of their success. Six studio albums. International tours.” Swan took a half step closer. “They could be in need of a new vocalist, Mr. Solomon. Someone to write new material for their upcoming release.”

I’d seen Life for Death a couple of times at the Black Heart. They were pretty good, but their vocalist was a drug addict—I’d seen him using. I could almost picture myself fronting them. It would work—I knew it would—even if I had to wear eyeliner. But I wasn’t going to have anything handed to me. “No.”

Undeterred, Swan continued. “You’re destined for bigger things, Mr. Solomon. Leave thanaturgy and your little music venue behind you, then transfer the Iron Horse deed to the Shiguan. Mr. Wilkinson’s legacy will be properly cared for.” He leaned forward. “And before you answer again, ask yourself if this isn’t what you really want, anyway?”

“How would you know what I want?”

“Because, Mr. Solomon, you and I are not so different. My electric bulb replaced the danger and toxicity of gas lamps in grand theaters like the Savoy. I brought light to the arts and revolutionized the world of entertainment. It’s a fact as important and ignored as your musical gift.” I glanced at his lantern. This bastard had just burned up a semblance like it was so much fuel for his lamp. “Guys like you and me continue to create, you’re sayin’, even when no one pays attention. But I’m not sure I like the comparison.”

“Be that as it may, we are none of us in the Strata as idle or irrelevant as the world above might suppose. Which could likewise be said of you, Mr. Solomon, if you choose wisely.”

I sensed the offer was real. But it reminded me of what Sixth Angel Entertainment had done to me and the Hounds. “How about you go to hell.”

He raised a finger. “You might want to take a moment, Mr. Solomon. As with a coin, our offer has two sides. On the one side, there’s the career of which you’ve always dreamed. On the other, there’s the reach of the Shiguan to foreclose any future music opportunities you might have.”

“Excuse me?”

Swan chuckled. “I’ll wager that in your heart of hearts you hold out hope that once all this Strata unpleasantness is through, there’s some future for you with this dream of yours. What I’m telling you is that, if we do indeed ‘go to hell,’ as you’ve invited us to do, we’ll ensure that you go there with us. We’ll do this by preventing you from any record contracts, promotions, or meaningful performance opportunities. Your music, Mr. Solomon, so far as the topside world is concerned, will be dead.”

He was right. I’d thrown in on all this for Henry and my friends. I’d even signed the papers. And meant it all. But somewhere in the back of my mind, I’d assumed when it was all said and done, there’d be time for my music again. He was taking that away.

For several long moments I stood frozen, all my hopes crashing down inside me. Twenty years of my life might, in a moment, feel wasted. But then I looked at Chuey, and Cassius, and the others. Turning back to Swan, I said, “I’m not trading anyone’s future for my own. No deal.”

He shrugged. “You clearly have no real appreciation for the conflict to which you make yourself a party. Very well.” He pulled a sealed parchment from his jacket and held it cordially toward me. “Mr. Jack Solomon, you are hereby summoned to appear before the Strata Chancery.”

My mind flashed on the Shiguan prowling the ward barrier topside. Swan had known I was at the Horse, and had surely bet I’d come running once he attacked Tin Pan. I shared a look with Church and reluctantly took the summons from Swan’s hand. “You could have just brought this to me. No need to kill anyone.”

“You’re presuming that my visit here is only as a delivery boy.” He smiled. “In any event, the chancery will convene your trial for the murder of Henry Wilkinson in just three short days, at which time we will address the matter of your part in Mr. Wilkinson’s death, as well as the appropriate stewardship of the Iron Horse. In the meantime, Mr. Solomon, please understand that in the environs beyond the Iron Horse, neutrality is not the operative principle.”

“Is that a threat?” I asked.

Swan’s eyebrows arched. “Well, obviously. But then, it is also a statement of fact.”

Church stepped forward. “The Convocation of Schisms is usually the body that convenes trials on Precedent crime. Why’s the Strata Chancery doing so here?”

“I’ve no idea,” Swan replied.

Running a hand over his bald head, Church said, “Well, I’ll be representing Mr. Solomon in his challenge to these false accusations.”

Swan sniffed at Church, then looked at me again. “It can be quite intimidating, not to mention imperiling, to stand before the chancellors of all the ages past, Mr. Solomon. I encourage you to weigh your options carefully.”

I folded the summons into my pocket. “I’ll be there. Until then, stay the hell away from the Iron Horse.”

Swan stepped back through the barrier to where his crew still held several semblances hostage. He raised his hand, and his team began pulling James Baring forward. Swan hefted his terrifying lantern.

No way in hell I was letting Baring get burned up like Bolan. I turned to my friends. “You with me?”

They didn’t even nod, just started toward Swan and his Shiguan crew.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



Thus, every sort of confusion is revealed within us; and this is that weakness of the human mind on which the art of conjuring and deceiving by light and shadow and other ingenious devices imposes, having an effect upon us like magic.

—Plato, Republic: Book X

Church, Lady, Cassius, Chuey, and I passed through the ward barrier at the end of Tin Pan Alley. Flames licked up the brick buildings on both sides of the street. In front of us, Swan and his Shiguan crew began to fall into a battle formation.

“Get behind us,” Cassius reminded me. “Set the strategy. Cut the bindings.” I shuffled back a pace as eight of Swan’s vestiges formed a staggered line ahead of him. We were outnumbered two to one. Didn’t matter. I couldn’t let him continue to weaken the ward, any more than I could let him destroy Tin Pan and the musicians who called it home.

Swan played bracing strokes and his vestiges started toward us with swords and staves and long knives. The thanatist stared over the main line at me, a look of amusement on his face. “You have no catalysts, Mr. Solomon. That could be a problem for you.”

The two vestige lines crashed together. My friends were overwhelmed and immediately gave ground, stepping back just inside the safety of the ward to regroup.

Swan smiled and motioned again for Baring to be brought forward. I screamed “no,” but Swan stroked his lantern and shot Baring’s semblance light into the ward. It erupted in a spray of golden sparks and drove the barrier back another few feet.

Swan then called for Marianne Faithfull.

As he set to strike his lantern again, a figure emerged from the far end of Tin Pan Alley behind him. She wore a flowing robe, an ornately painted red-and-yellow mask, and a headdress of flowers. The outfit reminded me of Bian Lian, the Chinese face-changing dance. The masquerader carried a lantern and bow.

“Form a second line,” Swan called. Four of his vestiges dashed to create a line between him and the masked thanatist.

I had no idea why this woman seemed to be helping us, but it gave me an idea. “It’s one-on-one now. Cassius, can you beat your man and get to the guy who’s holding the semblance?”

“I can,” he said.

“Good. Church, Lady, try to disable the other vestiges so I can cut their bindings. Chuey, if you can get some stank with that thing, try to take your guy’s hands off above the wrists.”

Chuey grinned. “I’ll show you stank.”

My friends stepped through the ward again and rushed the first Shiguan line, as near the awning of Andy’s Guitar Centre, beams of light crossed in the evening darkness—one from Sir Swan and the other from the masked woman. Streaks of amber and blue lit the French-terraced fronts up and down Tin Pan Alley.

Cassius parried a Shiguan woman, grabbed her by the coat, and shoved her back to me. I slashed her bindings with my khopesh before she knew what hit her. The centurion then rushed ahead and steamrolled the Shiguan holding Marianne.

Church flung a cudgel-bearing Shiguan to the road, and Lady pushed a man in a top hat over him. I hurried in and cut their bindings, too. Chuey almost took a sword to the chest, but danced around it and swung his macuahuitl down on the guy’s forearm, taking it clean off—the guy’s brass shield clattered to the cobblestones. I dashed in and snipped the bindings off his other wrist.

Cassius had begun leading Marianne back to the safety of the ward when Swan caught sight of him. He scraped his bow across the corner of his lantern, and a shrill rush of light hit Cassius in the back, throwing him against the hard stone of Hank’s Guitars.

The Bian Lian woman raised her bow and raked it savagely across her lantern’s darkwood frame rods. A flare of violet light pulsed out over the remaining vestiges, slamming them to the ground, thrusting my friends back inside the ward, and breaking against the barrier in shards of purple and black. The light sizzled in sparks across the cobblestone and up into the night sky. The acrid smell of burning stone wafted down the alley. Swan’s vestiges writhed and howled as their semblances tore free from their bodies. Marianne stood alone and trembling amidst the wreckage.

Swan stepped forward and grabbed her arm. “Let her go!” I screamed.

“Take the deal,” Swan replied. “Or else watch her burn, and realize the dimming of her memory topside, too.”

I stared into her pleading eyes. All I could think about was her breakout hit “As Tears Go By,” and the way Mama used to hum it around the house. I didn’t want to see Marianne’s semblance burned up, her music and memory fade. And there’d be no moving on for her once her spirit was gone. But for all that, Brach’s war still threatened all of London.

“I’m not ready,” Marianne pleaded, clasping her hands. “Please.”

I stood frozen, remembering this woman’s music filling my childhood home, as my friends waited on a command. Then, feeling shame for it, I mouthed the words “I’m sorry.”

Swan smirked, cut her bindings himself, and released her. Then he spun his lantern’s cylinder and played a haunting note. Marianne’s semblance dissolved, flowed like luminescent wind in and out of his lantern, and shot straight for the ward.

Chuey swooped up the shiny brass shield from the street, braced it against his shoulder, and stepped into the stream of light. The shield reflected the lamplight up into the dark sky above like a searchlight at a Hollywood premiere. When the light stream ended, Chuey tumbled forward to the cobblestone street, and all went quiet.

In the midst of the carnage, the Bian Lian thanatist lowered her lantern and bow, and Swan sauntered over to me, smiling like he’d just enjoyed a sumptuous meal.

“Pity about Life for Death,” said Swan. “They’ll continue on, making this music you so adore, living their dream. But you never will, will you? You’ve taken up someone else’s cause, and at the end of it, you’ll wind up as fragile and marginal as the world you failed to defend.”

Roaring flames continued to consume Tin Pan Alley and its precious history.

“Maybe,” I said, “but I’ll find a way to hold you accountable for what you’ve done here.”

Swan stepped right up to me and narrowed his eyes. “You really don’t understand anything, do you? Tin Pan, once the flames are gone, will return to what it was—a fabrication of the Strata—because of the memories of those who reside here. Except . . . not so bright, I think, what with a handful of its dearest souls burned as fuel for my lamp.”

I tightened my grip on my khopesh. “Doesn’t that hurt everyone?

Why kill them?”

“They were resistors,” he said, “making entirely the wrong kind of music.”

“Resistance music, you mean?” I shook my head. “Or just not Shiguan music?”

“Doesn’t really matter,” said Swan. “Thanks to you, all their music will now dim. That is quite obviously what you fail to grasp about the relationship between your world and ours.”

He smiled and started to turn away. I slammed my fist down on the lantern in his hand, driving it to the ground, then stomped it with my boot, shattering the glass and flattening its cylinder.

“You daft twit,” Swan shouted, “typifying with one act of stupidity your entire world’s shabby treatment of the Strata.” He picked up the broken lantern. “And I, myself, am now so lost in the margins that I may never be able to repair such a glorious lamp.”

“Maybe that’s something Tom Edison could help you with,” I said. “It’s a shame, though. I could have written a song about you, help take you out of the margins. But instead, I’ll write songs about the ones you’ve burned up—Bolan, Baring, Faithfull, and all the rest. I’ll make sure⁠—”

“You go ahead and write them,” said Swan, “and enjoy playing them alone to your wardrobe flat in a stinking backstreet alley. Or did you forget the second side of the Shiguan offer you so blithely turned down?” He smirked. “That is, if you survive the chancery at all. I think, rather, I shall enjoy the demise of you and all your riffraff at trial.”

I glared at him. “Aren’t the Shiguan supposed to protect the people of the Strata?”

“Mr. Chad Varah thought so,” said Swan. I shook my head.

Swan smirked again. “Varah was Shiguan. In life, he founded the Samaritans, the first suicide hotline for troubled young people like yourself. But he wasn’t important enough for your world to remember, so his semblance faded to nothing not a fortnight ago, even as he was trying to help his fellow Strata-folk.”

There wasn’t any defense, so I kept my mouth shut. Swan wagged a finger at me, then strolled back down Denmark Street, sniffing once at the Bian Lian woman on his way.

My hands began to shake. I looked down at my knife, and up at the flames licking the grey bricks.

Then I heard someone moan. Then another. And another.

All around me vestiges were writhing on the ground. Three were blurring badly, a dull blue glow above their bodies. I rushed to them, dropped to my knees, and began refreshing their bindings. More memories rose to mind and disappeared—Dad fixing my bike chain, my acceptance letter from Berklee College of Music—leaving more hollows inside me. It got hard to breathe and sharp pains shot through my chest. When I got to the third body, before I could place my hand on her

wrist, her semblance floated up into the air between us. I stared into her eyes as the light of self-awareness receded, her face went slack, and her spirit faded into the stone beneath us. I’d have saved her if I hadn’t wasted time with Swan. This thanatist stuff was starting to feel like maybe more than I could handle.

The two vestiges I’d rebound looked up at me silently. I sat back and motioned to Lady. She walked over and went to work on their wounds. When she’d finished, they struggled to their feet.

“Thank you. I am forever in your debt,” said the man in the top hat. His shadow, cast by the flickering flames still shooting from Andy’s Guitar Centre, pulsed with an unmistakable primal moment—the birth of his little girl. His love for her seemed depthless.

“What are your names?” I asked. “Loch,” said the top hat guy.

“Darnell,” said the other, who wore a crimson pleated skirt and carried the cudgel. His pulsing primal moment was his father’s military funeral. This man wanted to die in service like his pa.

I gestured back down Tin Pan Alley. “For now, Lady can take you back to the Iron Horse to rest. If you will, talk to Sherzer and Delain, and between you set up regular patrols around the perimeter of the ward. You see anything, report it fast.”

Loch raised a finger. “I’m also Path-Ka. So, if need be, I can travel to other strata and conduct patrols there. Even take along others, so long as they’re bound to you.”

I’d read about Path-Ka—adepts of the Path—who had learned a degree of strata travel. “Good to know,” I said. Then Lady led them all back toward the Horse.

Church patted my shoulder. “I was chuffed when you turned down their offer, Jack.” Then he hurried after Lady.

Chuey came up beside me. “That was a dicey move with the shield,” I said. “Yeah, probably.” He ran a hand over his buzz cut. “But I figured it was essentially light, you know. Law of reflection says I could change the angle of incidence. Anyway, it worked.”

“Hell of a light show.” I tapped his chest. “Thanks.”

“De nada, man. I just can’t believe they killed Bolan and Faithfull.” Chuey shook his head. “It ain’t right.”

Cassius came up beside Chuey and took his hand in a forearm grip. “Best use of a shield I have ever seen.”

The Bian Lian woman was standing at a distance, watching us. I’d almost forgotten about her. She started our way.

Semblances began returning to the alley, wandering through the debris and ash. Fire still licked up the brick walls on both sides of us, but with each returning semblance the flames receded and the solidity of the buildings was restored—though somewhat less bright than before.

The Bian Lian woman drew closer, weaving through the bodies, her catalysts put away.

A few semblances made their way toward us to shake our hands and say thank you, but I was too numbed to say anything coherent in return. The Bian Lian woman, her face now a kaleidoscope of blue and gold, finally stopped in front of me. “Let’s find someplace to speak in private.”

It was Emaline’s voice. “I have information for you.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



As an esteemed member of the Royal Geographic Society, I appeal to the Convocation to expand Precedent Law to criminalize the pillaging of the Strata by topside thanatists as well as the reshaping of the Strata by the world above via their flawed neo-historic interpretations of our lives and times.

—Captain Sir Richard Francis Burton, chancellor, Victorian Stratum, motion submitted

Inside the Modern Stratum’s Iron Horse, Humble Pie was still ripping their set, now playing “I Don’t Need No Doctor.” People were up and jiving next to their tables. I led Emaline backstage to the greenroom, which was luckily empty. Its walls on this stratum still had photos, but also broadside announcements for vaudeville shows over fading stripped wallpaper. Still had the grimy old couch, thankfully. I dropped onto it; Emaline sat next to me and removed her mask.

I figured I’d get the bad news out of the way first. “I couldn’t get the killer’s body and bindings. A thanatist named Bazalgette beat me to it.”

“I know,” she said. “I was monitoring Shiguan body recovery calls.” “But unlike the attack in the alley, this Bazalgette didn’t seem to have any interest in taking me,” I told her. “And Swan’s only interest was buying me off or forcing me to stand trial.”

“The trial was my idea,” she said.

“What?” It was one more thing I wasn’t sure I could handle.

She held up a hand to calm me. “We needed a pretext for convening the Strata Chancery to hold Brach accountable. And having him take the offensive averts any countermeasures he might have taken were you to have summoned him.”

“So, then, I’m not really on trial?”

“The trial is very real. And quite serious. Powerful men and women from all eras—Grace O’Malley, Boudica, Captain Burton, and others—will try to break you down. They always presume the accused is actually guilty. To exonerate you, we’ll need to convict Brach, and we have just two days to do so.”

“You could have talked to me before you put me on trial for murder.” “Brach would have called the trial anyway. He was only waiting to be sure he’d destroyed all evidence of his involvement.”

“Church was confused about why the trial is being conducted by the Strata Chancery instead of the Convocation of Schisms. That your doing, too?” She nodded. “It’s not uncommon for the Convocation to empower the chancery to prosecute first-time offenses, especially against new thanatists, and especially when the outcome may have a direct impact on the Strata itself. Even when the Convocation conducts a trial, they usually solicit chancery input. And schism leaders might still attend your trial, but since Henry wasn’t a schism member, they know you’ll have nominal support and are likely to be convicted.”

“The news just keeps getting better. And this was your idea?”

“You’d have had the same amount of support if the Convocation had conducted the trial, and this way there’s no option to call for Shiguan anathemetization, should you win.”

I got it. “Because the chancery has no authority to expand the trial to look at other Precedent crimes.”

“As I said, I need to have an eye toward life after Brach. I don’t believe the Shiguan are irredeemable, just victims of poor leadership.”

“What’s the Strata Chancery’s job when it’s not conducting Convocation business? Any chance they might be more lenient⁠—”

Emaline held up a hand. “The chancery is composed of historical figures out of London’s past, Jack. People who, in many instances, care and look after the Strata more than most schisms do these days. And they revered Henry for helping them protect the Strata through his steward-ship of the Steps. They’ll want to see his killer answer for his death.”

Made sense. “So, now Brach will use the chancery to accuse me of killing Henry to prevent me from restoring the ward.”

“Which is why we need to find new evidence to convict him, to save you and the Iron Horse, and avert Brach’s war rising from the Strata.”

I laughed. “Is that all?”

“I know you’re still acclimating to your change, Jack, but we could do with less sarcasm and more concrete ideas.”

Gangs back home were usually broken up by snitches with information from the inside. “We need someone with access to Brach. Someone who’s part of his plans but might be convinced to talk.” I thought a moment. “What about the woman who tried to abduct me?”

“The freeboot thanatist.”

“Exactly. If she’s a freebooter, then she has no real allegiance to Brach.

Would he trust her with information we could use?” Emaline was quiet a moment. “What did she look like?”

I described her tricornered hat and corset, and how she’d called me “my dear.”

Emaline thumped her hands on her lap. “Ordinarily, no, I don’t believe a contract freebooter would have useful information. But I know the woman you’re talking about. Brach uses her for discreet jobs. In this instance, because of her relationship with him, she just might know something useful.”

“She also snared the wraith that was chasing me. Caught it in an iron net. At least briefly. We could ask her why. Maybe she can tell us something more about it, too.”

Emaline nodded. “It’s worth a conversation. And you know I love when one effort produces two results.”

“Can you get me an address or meeting with her?”

“I’ll look into it. With any luck, I’ll have something for you this afternoon.” “Good. Now, you said you had some information for me?”

Emaline shifted on the couch. “I haven’t found any ward texts in Brach’s library yet, but I did learn that, in addition to a spiritual component, the ward ceremony requires a material component. When the Cythons attempted to summon a mature wraith to establish a ward of their own, a binding agent was necessary.”

“Not bunda thread?”

She shook her head. “Something called Orcus thread. It’s woven from strands of soul that trail a semblance’s arrival into the Endless Dark. Its bond is said to traverse space and time. Exceptionally hard to harvest and weave. And even then, not all thanatists can wield the thread. It’s written that Orcus can reject its thread-binder, and its use requires a heavy toll. Just looking for it will make you suspect.”

I pulled out Henry’s field manual and flipped to the section on catalysts. “Nothing about Orcus thread, but it says catalysts can be found in markets in the Strata. Would I find Orcus at one of these?”

“Not likely. Orcus thread is illegal. The rookery at St. Giles would be a good place to start.”

I’d learned about rookeries in my library days back home—Victorian slums that covered several city streets, filled with housebreakers, pawnbrokers, streetwalkers, you name it.

“But, Jack, be careful.”

Her eyes were piercing, her nose straight and smooth, her lips full and red even without any lipstick. I wanted to kiss her again. Our last kiss had essentially sealed a mortal pact. It was really inappropriate, and entirely metal. And would probably get me killed. But she’d made good on her promises so far.

“I’ll take Cassius with me.” I placed my hand over hers on the old grimy couch. “By the way, your timing is impeccable. That bastard Swan might have killed me if you hadn’t shown up.”

She smiled. “You and I have mutual interests, Jack. So why would it surprise you that I’m keeping a close eye on things?”

I wanted to say something witty then, but being this close to her had put me off-balance.

She leaned in close enough that I caught the subtle lilac scent of her. This time, though, she gently brushed my cheek with the back of her hand and looked several moments into my eyes. Then, she stood, walked to the door, and paused there. “I look forward to getting to know you better.” With that, she disappeared through the door, leaving me alone in the greenroom.

I took a moment to breathe the lovely stale cigarette-smoke air and look over the photos on the wall, which got me thinking about Henry. He’d maintained the ward, the balance between the world and the Strata, all while providing a safe place for lost souls to come when their lives went to hell. I missed him more than I ever imagined I could. I meant to prove his trust in me.

I popped out into the venue, gathered my friends, and led them back into the greenroom, where I told them what I’d learned about the Strata Chancery trial summons.

Church frowned. “You do understand the seriousness of this, I assume, Jack.”

“I’m starting to.” Then I shared my idea that maybe this wraith that had been hunting me and other songwriters might serve as the mature wraith we needed to renew the ward.

“There’s still the primary half of the ward ritual to complete,” Church reminded me.

“I know,” I said. “The Ward doesn’t think I’m ready, and I can’t argue with that. But I’ve got to get ready. And I only have two days. So, I’m going to stay at it, but you all need to know the risk in case I come up short.”

“I’ll stand that wager,” said Church. “And I,” said Lady.

“For a third option,” said Cassius.

Chuey flashed a grin. “I been keeping you out of trouble since before you had hair in your pits, man. I’m betting the house.”

Felt awfully damned good to have them with me on this thing. “Apparently, the Ward will require something called Orcus thread to bind a mature wraith to the Horse. It’s illegal. So, just trying to get some is going to be tricky. I need to get to the rookery at St. Giles to look for some.” “That would be on the Greater Victorian Stratum,” said Cassius. “I have a friend or two there.”

“You have friends in a rookery?”

Cassius chuckled. “You are not the only reprobate with whom I choose to spend my time.”

We all laughed, which also felt damned good.

“But, Jack,” said Cassius, “my friend will become evasive if we call upon him as a group.”

I thought about that for a minute. I needed Cassius for his connection and muscle. “Church, Lady, I’d like to get you back topside. Everyone’s going to be on edge after feeling Swan’s attack, not to mention they’ve just lost Henry and Jimmy. Can you try to reassure them?” They nodded and I turned to Chuey. “I need a favor, man.”

“Name it.”

“Would you get hold of every songwriter we know? Tell them Angela and Jimmy have been murdered. That whatever is happening seems to be targeted at songwriters. Tell them to be careful. And tell them to let us know if they see anything unusual.”

“You got it,” he said.

I turned to Church. “We’re going to need something to dicker with.”

From his breast pocket, Church drew a small pouch that jangled as he handed it over. It was filled with silver coins.

“What’s this worth in the Strata?” I asked.

“One silver is roughly a hundred topside dollars,” he said. “So, be watchful. Light fingers all around in a rookery.”

I led them up to the world above. Then, I took a deep breath and started back down with Cassius, hoping the Victorian Stratum wasn’t as much of a nightmare as the Modern had been. But then, I was headed into a den of thieves, and looking to get my hands on illegal thread.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



Thousands of peasants stormed Paris’s Tuileries Palace, singing “La Carmagnole” as they forced Louis XVI and his consorts to flee the palace.

—Muster Brach, from his speech “Historical Precedent”

Cassius and I slowly descended the Abyssal Steps. Against the silky darkness, I held up my Zippo, which gave us just enough light to watch our footing. We continued down past the doorway into the Modern Stratum, where the stairway changed from concrete to thick tongue-and-groove hardwood. The steps smelled of dusty oak and creaked beneath our feet as we followed their winding descent around a space roughly the size of a coffin.

Memory started to press my head like a bench clamp . . .

. . . Dad takes down every picture of Mama, puts them in his closet, then looks me in the eye. “She’s gone, Jack. And I can’t baby you like she did. You have to choose, too.” Then he leaves . . .

My father rarely spoke to me after that, and even when he did it wasn’t the same. I hadn’t thought about that in a long time. The deeper I went into the Strata the deeper the memories that resurfaced.

In my shadow cast by the flickering Zippo, I saw a bright amber vein snaking away from the large black scar inside me. I didn’t bother with my elastics or humming this time and pushed ahead.

It wasn’t long before the dark began to recede, and I could see a red arch-topped four-panel door ahead. It had a brass lion-faced knocker and center handle. I traced the Who quote and pushed it open into a storage room filled with racks of costumes, piles of old playbills, and crudely painted stage scenery—trees, wagons, horses. We moved toward a door on the far side and pulled it open on an empty music hall, the kind of place Gilbert and Sullivan might have played.

Light from high windows shone down in broad stripes, illuminating a faint grey haze. Across the wooden floor were maybe a dozen empty tables, a piano near the stage, and a bar against the far wall. The other walls were mostly bare—I missed the pictures Henry dressed the place with topside. An upper balcony ran along the back and down both sides. The scent of stale beer and spent cigarettes hung in the air.

The clacking of typewriters echoed toward us from an open door near the front. I shared a look with Cassius and we started toward it. Only two steps, and I staggered into one of the tables. My head was throbbing. I bent over, thinking I might be sick.

“Do we need to find you some of your music?” Cassius asked. “Let’s hope there’s something on the way.”

We passed through the door and found ourselves in an office. People sat at desks typing or stood at chalkboards making notes. A man in the back of the room was printing broadsides on a large wood press with a crank and piling them on a table.

“There are empty typewriters over there,” a woman said to us as she bustled past. In her hands she held a ream of blank paper. “Just copy the letter next to the typewriter. When you have a handful, go out and get them signed by anyone who’ll do so.”

“What is this place?” I asked.

The woman did an about-face. “Under normal circumstances, we publish music. Today, however, we’re endeavoring to submit a petition to the Strata Chancery by day’s end. We need them to fight back against this new brand of tyranny being peddled by Muster Brach and his cohorts.”

I rubbed at my aching temples, trying to square that with Brach’s plan. “But isn’t Brach fighting to save the Strata? Protect your ability to progress and move on?”

“Yes, but so that he may regulate that progress, direct it how he sees fit. Just as he seeks to regulate what music we may play in our hall. We are one of the few venues left in the Strata that allows anything other than Brach’s music. And that is due mainly to the protections of the ward.”

From what I could make of the notes on the chalkboard they’d been at it for several weeks and were trying to get ten thousand signatures, but had only 217.

The woman pivoted back around and sat at a desk, her fingers beginning to fly on her typewriter. I bent over to read the petition, catching a bit about xenophobia and the dangers of propaganda, before the clacking of typewriters became too much for my pounding head and I dashed outside for air.

Cassius came up beside me. “You do not look well.” “I’ll live. Lead the way.”

He pointed southeast. “Seven Dials.”

We wove our way down Castle Street—Charing Cross in the world above—and cut left on New Compton Street, no such road topside anymore. The streets were all lit with guttering gas lamps. Smoke billowed from distant factories in dark, thick plumes, covering the city in a gritty smog. Looking at the soot-filled sky, I almost forgot I was somehow down in the earth.

We crossed a few makeshift boardwalks laid over broad trenches. Down in the ditches, workers shoveled mud, probably for sewer and rail lines. In the dimness, I could see a few of their semblance candles burning on the ground next to the ditches.

We turned southeast onto a narrow street called Great White Lion—Mercer Street topside—and entered St. Giles Rookery. The smell of rotting fish, horse crap, and body odor swirled in the air. I dashed into a short alley to puke—doing so helped my head a little.

Then Cassius led me deeper into the rookery’s maze of alleys and hidden courts and yards. Men, women, and children crawled up from cellars, while others skulked inside thin shadows. Chimney-sweep kids sat on the edges of rooftops, dangling their legs and looking down at passersby. Costermongers, peddling wounded and molding fruits and vegetables, rolled their rattling carts down the dirt road, singing out their wares and prices.

Among the small clusters of people, I heard several languages I didn’t recognize, though most spoke English with an almost incomprehensible Irish brogue.

Lank fellows circled women tricked out in lace, flattering and fawning but apparently without the coin to seal a transaction. A few paces away, women with blackened eyes and missing teeth offered companionship for gin or bread. And more than one man stood in soiled black robes barking scripture passages as if they were catchphrases.

“Five’ll getcha ten, says the Lord our God, amen,” cried one blackcoat, shaking a pair of dice in his loose fist.

The gutters were filled with beggars and half-naked street folk offering to do anything for a halfpenny. One fake beggar stood and pickpocketed a man who insulted him as he walked by. Down more than one blind alley, men were fighting or mugging or pissing.

Soon, the bitter tang of gin began to cut through the stench of perfume, unwashed bodies, and garlic.

“Gin lane,” Cassius announced as we turned onto Ivy Lane, where gin houses lined the street. “Seven Dials is one thing, Jack, but gin lane . . . there are no protections here. Even raptorials will only enter this place in pairs.”

“That bad?”

“It is, as you say, a mean street. Make good choices and our odds are almost half.”

We navigated a labyrinth of twists and turns down the crowded road to a dilapidated clapboard building with a faded sign that read: rats castle.

“It used to be a hospital for lepers,” Cassius said. “Now it’s a padding ken—a flash house for footpads, tramps, and housebreakers.”

“This where we’ll find your ‘reprobate’ friend?” Cassius nodded.

Ahead of us a line of men in shackles were being marched up a short flight of steps into the ramshackle edifice by a couple of bobbies carrying billy clubs. We followed them in.

A few gas lamps dimly illuminated a sweaty bar thick with tobacco smoke and the stench of bitters. A fiddler played in the corner, his bow desperately in need of rosin. A line of men, women, and children queued toward the far side of the room, where a man sat behind a table. His clothes were deeply soiled, but he wore a bright red kerchief around his neck and a derby hat cocked at a rakish angle. A lit pipe smoldered in a brass tray next to him, beside it a ledger where he made notes after each transaction. And behind him stood a tall set of shelves filled with various items, including khopesh knives, and a couple of lanterns.

“What’ll it be, Mick?” one of the bobbies called to the man behind the table.

“Unhook ’em,” said Mick,“and get ’em a bowl of St. Giles for their troubles.” The officers unchained the prisoners, found them a table to sit at, and called for bowls of stew. Then they crossed to the table where the guy in the derby handed each bobby a couple of copper coins.

“Once they’re rum-dum,” Mick added, “let ’em know there’ll be no Tyburn rope for their necks today. Then after they’ve eaten, take ’em on to our Shiguan friends at the Guildhall. Not in the tumbrel. Let ’em walk like free men.”

The bobbies went about it, and Mick turned his attention back to the line slumping forward toward him.

A boy stepped forward, his pants damp and brown and reeking of sewage. He dropped some odd bits of iron and thread on the table.

“Orphan tosher with a handful of crap,” said Mick with a chuckle. “It’s information I’m selling, Uncle,” said the boy.

Mick rolled his hand. “Go on, then.”

“Folks what live in the drains and workhouses”—the boy lifted his chin—“don’t all see salvation in Shiguan doings. And they’ve started learning to use iron and thread.”

“An uprising inside an uprising, then,” said Mick with a wink. “I’ll warn the knickerbockers. Milk and bread’s in the kitchen.”

The kid dashed off as Mick made a note in his ledger, and an elderly woman slouched forward and untied a shawl. An assortment of bones clacked onto the table.

“A bag of upright bones comes to me a bone grubber,” said Mick, sighing. “Old  women  slouch  unchallenged  in  topside  cemeteries,”  said the woman. “And you can be glad of it. These bones was Emmeline

Pankhurst’s, they was.”

Mick laughed. “The suffragette? You think my buyers want to let the women vote?”

“Your buyers, Uncle,” said the woman, “want revolutionaries. And by that measure, potent bones are these. As I hears it, she’s still setting fires up Parliament way.”

Mick’s eyes glinted as he touched an old yellow jawbone. “Pork stew. Two bowls for your trouble. Next.” He made another note in his ledger. When I was six, my dad gave me an old, rusted wagon. It was the first present I could remember him giving me. But it turned out he wanted me to drag it around the neighborhood, collecting cans and bottles.

Redeem them for him. Said I’d be safe from getting jumped because of my age. He was wrong.

I started toward the table. Cassius patted me on the shoulder and cut into line. A half dozen ragged, scar-faced men leapt from their chairs to intercept him, daggers up.

Mick looked up from his junk-laden table with a wide, yellow-toothed grin. “Cassius, my good friend! Let ’im through, will ya? But watch his friend. Him we don’t know.”

The ragged men inched back to their seats. All save one, whom Mick motioned over and whispered in his ear. The guy nodded and ducked down the back hall out of sight.

“Welcome to Little Ireland,” said Mick, mostly to me. “Or as we like to call it, the Holy Land. And I’m the king rat, don’t you know? King of the beggars.”

“It is good to see you, Mick,” said Cassius.

“From anyone else that’d be a lie.” Mick took up his pipe from the tray and puffed it deeply. “From you, my friend, it’s practically enough to coax me onto a reformer’s couch, mend me woe-begotten ways.”

Mick stood, and he and Cassius exchanged a firm forearm grasp. Then he looked not at me but at my shadow. “You’re towing a new thread-binder, Cassius.”

“Jack Solomon.” I put my hand out. “Glad to meet you.”

“Stupid thing to say until you know who I am.” Mick took my hand. “But I’ve never missed a chance yet to shake hands with a dead man.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR



The dispossessed body of a thanatist will remain pliable and incorruptible, ready for the return of its spirit, until its soul has moved beyond the mountain of fire.

—The Care of Flesh: A Guide for the Wize

Everyone inside Rats Castle turned their eyes on me as Cassius’s friend gripped my hand in a painful clench. The fiddler stopped playing.

Chatter subsided. In the dim light of a few gas lamps, the king rat looked me up and down.

“Nothing on you but a khopesh,” Mick finally said. “You’re fresh fish, indeed.”

I squeezed his hand as hard as I could. “I’m new maybe, but not stupid.” Mick laughed. “Word’s out, lad. Strata Chancery’s after you. Men twice as mean and half as guilty have gone by the way under their judgment. Bloody hell, Captain Burton holds our chancellor’s seat, and he once killed a boy for watching him take a piss.”

“That is hardly a fair or accurate distillation of the man,” Cassius said. “Ah, but my dear Cassius,” said Mick, “Burton is no longer a man, is he? Rather, he is a judge in a forever seat, who is spoken of poorly in the mouths of mortals.”

“Truth will defeat accusation,” Cassius argued.

Mick looked back at me and spoke quietly. “Watch yourself, Mr. Solomon. Whatever grievance takes you to trial is not a trifling thing. But as yet, you look a trifling man.”

The king rat’s shadow bore the gold rim of a thanatist. Up close I could see a cloudy film in his eyes, but it didn’t prevent him from piercing me with his gaze.

Cassius broke the tension. “So, then, help us untrifle him. To start, he needs a lantern.”

Mick finally let go of my hand and sat behind his table of offerings again. “What do you know about flame, fresh fish?”

“A little,” I said.

“Your shadow is raw but potent to my eyes,” said Mick. “So tell me, what do you see inside my shadow?”

“You’re a thanatist, and you seem content . . . but with a good many sizable occlusions in the pattern⁠—”

Mick laughed like a buzzsaw. He reached back and pulled a brass lantern from a shelf behind him and set it on the table between us. It was heavily dented but compact and clean. It had no wick, only a clamp and harness inside the glass, with brass rods framing the glass on the outside. It also had a pistol grip at the center of one of the rods—similar to those I’d seen on several thanatist lanterns by that point.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a copper-colored stone about an inch in diameter. “Ghost stone,” he said. He opened the lantern, fastened the stone with the harness, and closed it again. He then whispered, “Burn,” and the stone flared a deep amber color. With a flourish, he produced a short violin bow from a clip on his belt.

“You ever used a lamp and bow?” Mick asked. “Once,” I said.

Mick held the catalysts out to me. “Let’s see yer form.”

Trying to remember everything I’d read and everything Brach had shown me, I took the lamp first, grabbing it by the pistol grip at the center of one frame rod. The finger grooves felt worn and comfortable. And the lantern was well balanced—heavier than I might have thought, but all the better for bashing someone in close quarters. Then I took the bow and attempted a revelatory stroke. The ghost stone sputtered and died. I tried a blinding stroke. Barely a dull glimmer. In frustration, I pulled hard for a bracing stroke, which only managed to knock Mick’s pipe to the floor. “You play like a half-hour gentleman.” Mick laughed. “All that fancy technique’ll get you killed in an alley fight.”

Mick grabbed the lamp and bow from me and whipped out a bracing stroke using just a bit of the bow turned on its edge. He flashed a blinding stroke by pulling the lamp at the same time he pushed the bow—happened in half the time and left spots in my eyes for several seconds.

He showed me some other bow techniques, running them off the way a guitar player demos a new six-string. It reminded me of the difference between street fights and boxing.

Then he drew the bow across one lantern rod in a long pull. The thanaturgic light brightened from amber to nearly white. “Now tell me what you see.”

His pattern of gleam notes lit in slow, dull succession. Six notes up, then six down. They scanned like an elegy. And they played as if across a wrinkled sheet of music, wet with tears. One scar was far larger than the rest, but for some reason, I couldn’t see anything inside the occlusions themselves. Somehow he was toying with me—I should at least see something.

“That’s what I thought,” said Mick. “But don’t get poked up by your mediocrity.”

Before he stopped bowing, I instinctively hummed a few of the notes I saw in his shadow. And in the same way my song had brightened my own occlusion like an ember touched by wind, the image behind Mick’s scar started to clear.

“White flowers . . . ,” I said.

Before I could bring it all together, Mick held up a small hand lantern and washed away his shadow.

“That’s called playing defense.” He shut down both lanterns. “Good trick to learn, so’s lampmen don’t go looking where they oughtn’t.”

“Like looking at lilies on a grave marker?” I asked.

Mick’s face went slack. “No, son. At least, not for most of us. I’m not sure how you were able to see so deep, but you ever mention my lilies again and it’ll be the last time. Ya follow?”

Mick’s long bow-pull was known as the revelatory stroke because it yielded light by which a thanatist could peer deeper into a soul’s shadow. But it seemed it was the few notes of song I’d added that had made the difference.

There’d been nothing in the books about music as any kind of catalyst, and I didn’t want to get into it. So, I finally just nodded.

Mick tipped back his derby. “Regardless how you did it, you’re still going to need a lamp to light the shadow first, not to mention a lamp bow. And in case ya haven’t heard, lamp bows aren’t just so much horsehair. Rather, shadesmane are they. Expensive stuff.”

I’d read about shadesmane—a catalyst hair harvested from rare Strata-creatures known as shades. It could pull sound from any surface you bowed it with, not just strings. “How much for both?”

Before he could answer, a man in a tailor’s apron careened through the door and crashed to the floor. Behind him came three dark-clad thanatists, lanterns and bows hanging from their belts. Crescent moons tattooed on their cheeks.

Mick put down the lantern and pointed at the tailor. “It’s very simple, Owen. We keep you safe; you make it worth our while to do so.”

“I don’t have⁠—”

One of the thanatists, a woman, rushed forward and kicked the tailor full in the face. Blood splattered over the gritty hardwood floor, and the tailor dropped flat.

The tailor couldn’t seem to lift his head. “It’s all bought up, Mick. I can’t even get material to spin new thread. The Dials are empty. All the markets are empty.”

The woman kicked him again and stomped her boot down on the back of his head. The tailor’s nose and lips crunched against the floor, pushing gouts of blood out around his face.

“I seem to recall assurances,” said Mick, “when you put your name in my book, to supply eight shillings’ worth of bunda thread.”

Owen nodded slowly. “I’m sorry, Mick. I thought I could get the silk and nettle to spin it.”

“Your mark there’s good on the name of your wife and daughter. What say you?”

The tailor struggled to raise his head and looked at Mick. His mouth and chin were slick with blood. “Please⁠—”

The thanatist woman stepped toward him again, her long, blond braid swaying behind her.

“What did he do?” I asked, stepping between Owen and the woman. The two other thanatists immediately flanked me. Tall men, but not muscular. One had a grey mustache and beard; the other was clean-shaven with a cleft lip. The woman turned to Mick. “This one have your

protection?”

Mick eased back in his chair. “You need my help, fresh fish?”

I handed Cassius my knife and squared on the woman. “You beating this man on account of a debt?”

She spat on Owen’s back. “He’s a pigeon-livered delinquent.” “How much does he owe?” I asked.

“We ain’t looking for coin.”

“I’m sure that’s true,” I said, “but here’s the thing. This is my thread-man. If you insist on hurting him, you’re kind of forcing me to do something about it. Or, I can make good on what he owes. Mick gets paid. No one gets hurt. And I keep the good hands of my thread-man.” The other two goons stared at me while she looked me up and down. “You’re new,” she said. “You reek of it. I think maybe someone needs to teach you where not to shine your light.”

I’d never been one to go looking for a fight. But I’d been on the short end of the odds many times myself. It was hard for me to look the other way. Sometimes, you just had to step in.

“Yeah, probably,” I said. “But by the time that happens, a couple of you might regret wanting to do the teaching. See, I know Precedent Law forbids knife use against another thanatist, and this here”—I motioned to the four of us about to take it to fists—“is the most normal thing that’s happened to me in days. I kind of hope you want to go the hard way with it. So, what’s it going to be?”

Owen hadn’t moved. He just lay there on the floor, blood pooling below his face. Around us the other patrons shouted for us to “pitch into” one another.

The woman finally grinned. “A topsider willing to die proud,” she said. Then she and her two cohorts fell back.

I dug out my silver, having no way of knowing whether it was enough, and dropped the bag on Mick’s table. I’d have nothing to buy catalysts with, but I’d have to deal with that later.

“That’s everything,” I said. “Take it and strike the tailor’s name from your books.”

Mick riffled through the bag. “It’s light.” Then he smiled. “But I’ve never seen anyone stand down a Dusker. That might have been pay enough.” Nevertheless, he shoved the bag of silver in his pocket and made a note in his ledger.

“Dusk Parade.” Cassius handed me back my knife. “One of the five schisms. Brigands who would as soon watch the world burn.”

I picked up the lantern. “Every badass is still an ass.”

“I do not think it always necessary for you to express yourself with invective, Jack.” Cassius meant it, but his face held the hint of a smile, too.

Owen dragged himself up, and a couple of Mick’s rats rushed in to throw sand over all the blood.

“St. Giles carpet,” said Mick. “Fit for a king. Owen, you’re free to go.” The tailor hobbled out of Rats Castle.

Cassius turned to me. “While a decent gesture, Jack, you now have no money left with which to secure the Orcus thread.”

“Orcus thread?” said Mick, raising an eyebrow. “Is that why yer here?

What in all the Strata would you want that for?”

There were suddenly a dozen sweaty men listening to our exchange. “Let’s just say I’ve got friends who need help,” I told him.

Mick laughed his buzzsaw laugh. “Haven’t we all. Well, my new friend, you’ll go away empty-handed. I wouldn’t sell you Orcus thread even if I had some to spare. Not for a boatload of coins.”

“Because Orcus thread is illegal,” came a voice from behind us. Cassius and I whipped around to find Brach standing just inside the door.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE



The real master of history has entered a new field, the field of art, and done so to begin a new era.

—Rhetoric of Revolution: Communication, Culture, and Thought,

a required Shiguan reader

Brach took two long steps into Rats Castle, allowing a retinue of two attendant thanatists and two vestiges to file in behind him, blocking the entrance. The denizens of Mick’s little supper house and pop shop all turned in their seats to face him, some calling out his name, others pumping fists as if welcoming a conquering hero. Mick’s gregarious, yellow-toothed grin got even wider.

Brach waved once, then tamped the air with his hands, signaling for his adoring fans to ease back on the adulation.

“Master Brach, to what do we owe the pleasure?” Mick called from behind his table.

“I’ve come to welcome our newest visitor to the Strata.” Brach smiled. “Mr. Solomon, we’ve got to stop meeting like this.”

I remembered the guy Mick had whispered to when we were introduced, and shot Mick a glare. “Yes, quite the coincidence.”

“Oh, fresh fish,” said Mick, hobbling from behind his table, “I already told you you’re a marked man. A’course I put a runner on you as soon as I knew you from Adam. You’re a walking reward.”

Cassius inclined his head toward Mick. “It does not speak well of our friendship, however, nor of your broker’s oath.”

Mick cocked an eye at the centurion. “One of the few regrets this old cheater may ever have. But I’ll offer a dozen Hail Marys for it the next time I find a pew.”

Brach chuckled. “Let’s make a quick accounting, shall we, Mr. Solomon, of your diligence, since last we met, to honor our mutual friend.” He pointed at the lantern in my hands. “You’ve managed to secure some secondhand catalysts, I see. Progress, of a sort.”

I lowered the lantern. “And I signed the transfer of ownership on the Iron Horse that Henry left me in his will, since that seems to have been the object of your concern in visiting him at the morgue.”

The rats in the Castle muttered, a few scooting their chairs back. Cassius whispered, “It is unwise to provoke him, Jack. Especially here.”

Brach strolled into the center of the room, sniffing at the stench of pork stew and sour dishrags. “Topside dealings are of no interest to me, Mr. Solomon. You, on the other hand, seem to have taken a keen interest in the dealings of our world below.”

“Uh, Mr. Brach, sir,” said Mick, “before things get . . . messy, wasn’t there a bounty⁠—”

“We’re all men of good will, Uncle,” said Brach. “Have a seat and we’ll get you paid soon enough.” Then he continued his stroll, rat eyes following him like front-row fans do Jagger on a stage walk. “Sir Bazalgette told me of your interest in our repurposing of his sewage systems. Sir Swan likewise had much to say about your interest in Tin Pan Alley as well as your rejection of our offer to help you avoid your trial.”

“If I’m guilty of anything,” I said, eyeing the rear hall, “it’s trying to do the very thing you keep asking me to do—protect the Iron Horse.”

Brach waved a dismissive hand. “Please don’t misunderstand me, Mr. Solomon. You and your friends’ dismissal of a few of our vestiges, or even engaging in open combat against members of Shiguan leadership, these are hardly more than Henry and I did on more occasions than I can count.”

“Because you were such good friends,” I said.

“Jack,” whispered Cassius again, “more bees with honey than vinegar.” It was just my default talk-back when I thought hands were about to get thrown. “Sorry,” I whispered back, then repeated louder to

Brach, “Sorry.”

Brach waved that off, too. “I speak of when Henry and I were young at our craft and striving to understand our new reality. It’s as I’ve said, we did not always agree. I like to think, however, that on matters of utmost importance, we were of the same mind.”

Mick settled himself again at his table. “I told him no, Master Brach.

No Orcus thread. You heard me say it.”

Brach stopped strolling. “New as you are, Mr. Solomon, you may not be aware that it is practically illegal to even utter the words ‘Orcus thread’ in the Strata.”

“Against some kind of law?” I’d only been through the massive book of Precedent once—maybe I’d missed it.

“In a manner of speaking,” said Brach. “Orcus thread is a powerful catalyst whose primary purpose is, in fact, a violation of Precedent Law. But we seldom even use its name out of reverence for its origin. We don’t wish to sully it with idle banter, and certainly not as a transactional matter in a place like this. Though, a finer bunch of cutthroats and housebreakers you won’t find in all the Strata.”

The rats burst out laughing and drank a few toasts to themselves. “You’re here to arrest me, then?” I fought the urge to put my hand on my khopesh. Civil talk, the way I knew it, was a disarming tactic before the worst of street fights.

Brach laughed. “How many times must I tell you that I’m an ally? My guess is that I’ve been ill-used in the mouths of your closest advisors. But ask anyone here if I’m the monster that topside propagandists would make of me. No, despite whatever else you may believe or have been told, I’m on your side, Mr. Solomon.”

“Then we are free to leave,” Cassius said, taking a step toward the door. Brach raised a finger, stopping Cassius in his tracks. “I do need to ask, however, as a matter of Strata safety and concern, why you’re pursuing one of the most powerful and most illegal catalysts known to thanaturgy.”

We both knew the answer. But such an admission, given that it was a violation of Precedent Law, would look bad at my trial, and I figured that’s why he wanted to hear me say it. “First, please tell your friends Bazalgette and Swan no hard feelings. Could be I didn’t understand what was going on and got a bit zealous. But where I’m from, you tend to hit first and ask forgiveness later.”

“That is a terrible ethos,” Cassius whispered.

“Second, I’m still new to all this.” I was hoping the noob card would work. “I’ve got a thousand terms in my head, and I can’t keep any of them straight.” Quite the contrary, thanks to my hum-reading trick. “So, it’s like I said, I’m just trying to learn and do what our mutual friend asked of me.”

“That, on the other hand, was clever,” Cassius muttered.

Brach looked from me to Cassius and back. “Ignorantia juris non excusat, Mr. Solomon.”

I shook my head.

Cassius placed a hand on his sword pommel. “It means ‘ignorance of the law excuses no one.’ ”

Mick knocked his table, his fist like a gavel. “Hear hear, friends, you’ve got to know the law as good as a counselor so’s ya know how to break it.” Then he laughed his buzzsaw laugh, and all of Rats Castle joined him. Brach, too.

When it quieted back down, I admitted, “Well, maybe if I’m honest, there is a little anger in my heart these past few days,” then hummed a line from Judas Priest’s “Breaking the Law.”

Brach immediately hummed a line from Judas Priest’s “United,” which was next-level metal chess—the guy really did know his music—and said, “Between friends there is no need of justice.”

“You quote Aristotle,” Cassius observed.

By that point, I didn’t know why I was surprised, but I shot Cassius a look all the same. He shrugged. “Centuries ago, I was bound to Sir Francis Bacon. He required his vestiges to read philosophical texts for scheduled debates.”

I turned back to Brach. “You’ve made yourself clear. No pursuit of illegal catalysts. I appreciate the heads-up, too.”

“I don’t just want your compliance, Mr. Solomon.” Brach crossed the rest of Rats Castle, stepping through the tailor’s blood on the floor. A mere foot from me, he stopped. “I want your friendship. Same as I had with Henry.”

Made me sick to hear, and I had nothing for it.

“You don’t know what you’re seeing in the Strata,” he added. “But I can show you. Teach you. Make sense of the strangeness and wonder that confounds you. I can do for you what I was trying to do for Henry.”

I locked eyes with him. “Which was what?”

“Heal a failing ward,” he said quietly. “And in so doing preserve both our worlds. I am as committed to the preservation of the Strata as you are the world above. Henry knew that. It’s why he came to me. But it takes time. The arcanum is either old or no longer extant. Besides which, in friendship, I would be a powerful ally at your trial.”

“Friendship . . .”

Brach raised his chin. “If that feels a bridge too far just yet, then consider: ‘He that would make his own liberty secure, must guard even his enemy from oppression, for if he violates this duty, he establishes a precedent that will reach to himself.’ ”

It sounded familiar, but both Cassius and I were stumped.

“That’s your country’s revolutionary man Thomas Paine.” Brach pivoted and tracked back through the blood to his retinue, speaking over his shoulder. “I invite you to think up on it until we speak again. But don’t dither, Mr. Solomon, because I can assure you, we in the Strata are not idle and your trial fast approaches.” His crew parted, and he strode between them, disappearing out the door, his cronies in tow.

The gas lamps in Rats Castle guttered as if stroked by the wind, then settled. Rats began to chatter again, as though they’d just sighted a celebrity and now had stories to tell. Mick grumbled, “Where’s my damned reward.”

I turned to Cassius. “Why didn’t Brach just take us now?”

The centurion stared after the Shiguan leader. “I believe he is earnest about wanting your friendship, though I might call it allegiance. But either way, he has already issued a trial summons. If he undermines the chancery’s opportunity to rule on the issues of that summons, he invites their scrutiny. And there are still a few honorable chancellors in the chancery.”

“Meaning not in his pocket.”

“I don’t know what this has to do with his pockets, but half of those you’ll face at trial will listen for the truth. The other half will not.”

Some things never changed. “Of course. Why would it be any different down here.”

“Do not,” Cassius said, tapping my chest, “make the mistake of believing it is the same in the Strata as it is in the world above, no matter how cynical or desperate you may feel.”

“Fair enough.” I turned back to Mick. “I’m still pissed that you sold me out.”

“Ah, fresh fish, you seem already to know that Brach is practically a king to these layabouts.” He spread his arms wide toward Rats Castle but meant, I think, the Strata.

“Elvis is dead,” I replied. “And I’m more a Thin Lizzy ‘Do Anything You Want To’ kind of guy. Check ’em out. You might like them—killer Irish rock band.”

Mick cocked an eyebrow, then fetched a black leather sling-satchel and a pair of gloves from his shelf, stuffed the gloves in the satchel, and tossed it on the table next to the lantern and bow. “To carry your catalysts.”

I slung it over my shoulder. “Heavier than it looks.”

“Weighted bottom,” said Mick. “So’s it don’t bounce while you’re running.”

I had no desire to know why a satchel should need to be designed for a running man.

“Thank you, Mick,” said Cassius. “I think it best we take our leave.” Mick leaned out over his table. “You forgettin’ somethin’?”

I’d given all my money to pay the tailor’s debt but patted my pockets anyway.

“Bit hasty in your rescue of the tailor, were ya?” said Mick. “Well, there’s other ways.” He pushed the ledger across the table. “What say these go on account? And I’ll call my marker if I’m ever in need of your particular talent.” He extended a fountain pen.

Cassius pulled me aside. “Jack, as bad as you need these catalysts, it is not advisable to put yourself in Mick’s debt.”

“He’s your friend.”

Cassius lowered his voice. “Yes, but he is not the kind of friend one relies on. Coin is the basest of currencies to Mick. He will call in favors to his marker that will cost you more than these catalysts are worth.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I once put my name in Mick’s book,” Cassius whispered. “And I have not forgiven myself for what I had to do to expunge my name from it. Do not do this, Jack. Let us find another way.”

I looked back at the ledger. The last thing I needed was to be out on more markers. I knew what that meant in the world of topside gangs. Down here . . . But I didn’t have time to find another rookery. Things were already happening too fast. “I’ll have to take my chances.” I stepped back to the table and looked Mick in the eye. “You understand that I won’t break Precedent Law for you.”

The pawnbroker handed me the fountain pen. “We here in the Rook of St. Giles are all of us saints, don’t ya know.” The rats all chuckled to themselves.

I signed my name, as behind me Cassius scoffed in his throat.

Mick placed his hands on his hips. “You come into the Seven Dials looking for illegal thread with a newborn lampman. I admire your grit, old friend. But you now know that such inquiries won’t go well for you if you keep nosing around. Worse, in fact. Whatever good deed you think to do, put it away. These aren’t times for drawing the wrong kind of attention.”

“A fair warning,” said Cassius.

“But if we did want to keep nosing around,” I said, “you’d be the guy to tell us where, right?”

Mick chuckled. “You’re enough to make a stuffed bird laugh. You do realize that your little thread inquiry has put an even higher price on your head. And don’t you forget your mark in my book, which will come due soon enough.”

I stared around at the rats now eyeing us. “In for a penny . . .”

Mick shook his head. “I’m lousy with tailors. But not a one is gonna spit sideways to you if you’ve got no coin. Except maybe the lad what just limped on out of here before Brach come in. With him you might have earned a bit of goodwill.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX



The transformative nature of the ward-bond suggests that any soul belonging to such a bond has reached its final form.

—Emma Hardinge Britten, On the Nature of Wards

Cassius and I trudged through the mud and filth down an alley across from Rats Castle. Rotting vegetables and piles of garbage lined the walls. We passed a few blanket lean-tos, inside which faint candles flickered, and eventually found a small wood shack with a fading painted needle on the door. It was right where Mick had said it would be. I knocked.

The tailor, Owen, opened the door a crack and peered out at us with his one good eye. The other had swelled shut. “I already told Mick⁠—”

“We’re not here for Mick,” I said.

Owen hesitated a moment, then let us in. His home wasn’t more than twelve feet across, and maybe ten feet wide. A bed on the left had been neatly made. On the right sat a woman at a small table hemming a dress by the light of a lantern. It was real fire, not an imitation. Beside her sat a young girl pretending to do the same to a doll. At the far end stood an empty bench.

In the lamplight, the woman’s and girl’s shadows revealed that they were semblances. Owen’s, though, glimmered with a pattern of gleaming notes like a simple children’s song and had a cobalt rim. I’d referred to the field manual enough to know that a cobalt rim meant seamster—a thanatist with a gift for thread-making.

On the table in front of the woman were bits of material, tanned leather, and a few spools of thread. Several needles jutted from a pincushion, next to it a thimble, scissors, tacks, ruler, and some chalk. I guessed the empty bench was where Owen must sit to sew.

“What’s your business then?” Owen asked. He’d tried to wipe the blood off his face, but managed only to smear it over his neck and cheeks.

I took a long breath. “We need to find some Orcus thread.” Owen and the woman looked at one another.

“I think you best leave,” Owen said, and started to shoo us out. “Wait, love,” said the woman. “Are these the two who stood up for

you at the Castle?” Owen nodded.

The woman turned to us. “I’m Sarah, and this is Emily. Won’t you please sit down?”

Cassius and I couldn’t both fit on the small bench. So, Cassius motioned me to sit as he leaned against the wall. I took a load off, not realizing how tired I was until I sat down. Sarah put away her hemming, came around the table, and gently inspected our necks. “You’re not Shiguan.”

I shook my head. “I don’t see their mark on you, either.”

“Nor will you ever,” she said. “We may be outnumbered, but many of us in the Strata don’t want war with the world above.” She looked down at her daughter. “There has to be a better way. And perhaps that is why you stood up for Owen and come here now seeking such powerful thread?”

I looked at Emily holding her doll. “I’m going to be honest with you. I’m not some kind of savior. This is all new to me, and I’m sort of learning as I go. But some really good people were killed, and it’s fallen to me and my friends to try and stop this revolution from reaching the world topside. Maybe doing that will help down here, too. I don’t know. I hope so. But I can promise you this—I’m going to do whatever I can to stop Muster Brach before he makes both your world and mine a living hell.” Sarah smiled. “Given your current enterprise, you’ve likely not seen

it, but so much of the Strata is a beautiful, joyful place, where we resolve regrets and pursue our passions.”

“And put things right,” Owen added, placing a hand on Emily’s head. The tailor was crying, which surprised me a bit. Maybe because I’d never seen my dad cry. Sarah went to his side and embraced him. Emily, though, pulled my right hand forward and, while staring at my shadow thrown by the lamplight, tied one of her doll strings around my wrist.

No sigils. Just a plain brown thread. “And what’s this for?” I asked.

“It helps orphans find family,” she replied. I noticed then that both she and her doll wore the same bracelet. Sarah and Owen, too.

I’d never thought of myself that way—orphaned—but the way the girl said it . . .

She was a child caught in the Strata and surrounded by a mounting war between the present and the past. Yet against it all she found hope by wearing a simple brown thread. Her bravery overwhelmed me, and all I could manage was a nod.

“Other than trying to steal it from the Shiguan themselves,” Owen said, “there’s really only one way to obtain Orcus thread, but it might be even more dangerous.”

“And what’s that?”

“Harvest it from inside the Endless Dark.” “You can do this?” Cassius asked.

Owen hesitantly nodded. “I have done it. But I would sooner hold a candle to the devil.”

“We’ll help,” I assured him. “Please.”

The tailor shared one last look with his wife and daughter, then turned to me with his one good eye. “It’s a fool’s errand,” he said. “And I’m a proper fool.”

Cassius clapped one huge hand on the table, causing the seamster tools to jump. “Amor vincit omnia.”

I sighed with relief. “Thank you.”

“Now, then,” Owen said, “Mick will have put the word out on you already, on account of you looking for Orcus thread—anyone doing so

that isn’t with the Shiguan is almost surely against the Shiguan—and if he can pick up some reward money or goodwill with that filth, he won’t bat an eye. So, we’ll need to sneak out of the Dials in disguise.”

He dug into his shoe, pulled out two small coils of thread, and handed me one. “Tie bracelets of this on Cassius. It’ll make him appear like one of the Newgate prisoners just marched into Rats Castle.”

“I didn’t think binding threads could deceive thanaturgic beings,” I said. “Most can’t. But mine are a cut above.” Owen smiled a bloody grin—missing front tooth and bleeding gums. “That’s why Mick loves me so. But no thread can change a man’s shadow. Nothin’ but penance’ll do that. Be quick now, the bobbies will be moving their prisoners to the

Guildhall soon.”

“You mean the Guildhall School of Music and Drama?” I’d jammed with guys who studied there. The music program was internationally recognized. And the drama side had produced more than a few famous Hollywood stars.

“Mick’s goons transport the condemned there for a fee. They’ll be moving them soon. And if we look like part of the parade, we’ll slip past any of the bounty men that lurk the Dials.” He cut a few lengths of thread from the other coil and handed me the rest. Then he began lashing his own legs and arms. “This thread’ll help you and me look like bobbies.”

“You’ve done this before,” I said.

Owen nodded. “In the Dials, it pays to have certain threads at the ready.”

I bound Cassius and myself with the threads and stowed the balance in my catalyst bag. “So we’re not actually going to the Guildhall?”

“That’s Shiguan headquarters. Not a nice place if you’re not one of ’em. No, we’ll split off once we’re outside the Dials.” Owen hugged Sarah and Emily, then hurriedly led us out the door. We shuffled down the alley and slipped in with the mob of released convicts just as they were exiting Rats Castle.

“Behind our time,” Owen announced to the police captain, a fat man with a thick, black mustache. “But we’ve got a ripe one here.” He pointed to Cassius.

The captain grumbled. “Fall in, then.”

We joined the line and walked in silence at the tail end of the group for maybe half a mile. Then Owen slowed down, dropping us several paces back, and with a few quick flicks of a short knife severed our disguise threads. Quietly, he turned us north on Fleet Street, blending in with the foot traffic.

For the better part of two hours we worked our way north and west, mostly following the river. The city fell slowly away to trees and fields, until we stood at a stone gate.

“Highgate Cemetery,” Owen said.

We made our way in, winding down a footpath until we’d come to a maze of standing crypts. A chill fog had settled in, reaching nearly to our chests. Owen pointed through the haze to a catacomb stairway and led us up into the silky dark space between strata with his own bright lantern. The old pressure danced in only briefly—it didn’t push as hard going up the Strata.

When we reached the Modern Stratum, he took us through this version of Highgate Cemetery toward an enormous black cloud that stretched out of sight in both directions and upward from the ground into the sky. Black liquid that looked too opaque to be water pooled with increasing frequency as we approached it.

“Oil?” I asked, pointing at a puddle between two old gravestones. Owen shone his lantern on it. “These are collections of the Endless

Dark that have liquefied.”

I pointed toward the great cloud. “This is the Endless Dark?” Owen whirled. “Wait a minute. You a virgin to the Dark?”

Obviously, that was going to be a problem. “Yeah, but I’m not as green⁠—”

“And you”—Owen jabbed Cassius’s chest with his finger—“you were going to let us march in there with a tenderfoot, were ya?”

Cassius held up his hands. “Honestly, Owen, I had forgotten how new Jack is to his calling. He has absorbed a vast amount of information quickly, and he does not conduct himself like a novice.”

Owen scoffed. “I’m not ungrateful for what ya did at the Castle, but this is the Dark we’re talking about. It’s not like traveling the stairs or the Strata.” He jabbed Cassius again. “It’s easy enough for you and me, but your friend here’s a mortal. Thanatist, sure, but mortal.” He turned to me. “Once you enter the Dark, it will be aware of you. Not just for today, either. And a little more each time you go in. It gets a sense for the lives that pass through it.”

“So, it’ll press at my memories,” I said. “Like the stairs⁠—”

“You’re not listening,” Owen almost shouted, “it’s not like that at all. It’ll press at what makes you mortal.” He squatted down, thinking. “We might have a better chance at stealing Orcus from the basement labs of Brach’s Guildhall. Bloody hell, a tenderfoot. The whole Dark will know we’re coming.”

Cassius looked back toward the city. “Is the Guildhall a real option?” “I sell thread to the seamsters there.” Owen tapped his satchel of threads and needles. “They’re fashioning mummers—near twins to topside mucky-mucks. I could get us past the door. Nabbing the thread would be a trick, but I might like our chances there better than in the Dark with this one.” He stuck a thumb at me, then looked up. “We get caught trying to steal Orcus from Brach, we’re done for. But we get found out in the Dark on account of a greenhorn who can’t guard his

mind . . .”

“What’s that mean, ‘guard my mind’?”

Cassius walked to the edge of the black cloud. “Mortals traveling the Dark have to take their minds away from what they’re doing. It is a skill known as division. You must be able to think of one thing while doing another, elsewise you reveal your presence to those who make the Dark their home.”

“Not just the creatures,” Owen added, “the Dark itself. Everything in there is connected.”

I walked to within a yard of the roiling black cloud. At its edge it looked like a swirling mist of dark and light, but a few yards in, it got too dark to see anything.

“Take a handful,” Owen invited. “Of the darkness?”

The tailor nodded. “Try plucking a piece like fruit from a tree.”

Hesitantly, I reached in. It had a thickness to it. A yield. I curled my fingers and could feel it in my hand like a thin cloth. When I pulled my hand back, a shred of the Endless Dark trailed from my fist. When I let go, it spilled to the ground like quicksilver but left no residue in my hand. “Strata-folk use the Dark to form common necessities—food and clothes and such,” Owen explained. “It requires concentration and belief to maintain, though. Otherwise, such things eventually dissolve. Point is the Dark has substance and responds to the mind. An errant thought travels like a ripple on a windless sea.”

“Guildhall or the Dark,” Cassius said. “Like Scylla or Charybdis.”

I stared back and forth between the city far behind us and the black cloud before us. The Dark would somehow start to know me and I’d threaten the plan with my inexperience, but going back would take hours, not to mention that breaking into Brach’s stronghold might finally exhaust the man’s patience with me.

“Well, damned if you do and damned if you don’t, right?” I pulled out my lantern. “How do I take my mind away in the Dark?”

Owen just shook his head.

Cassius said the obvious. “Think of a song.” That felt instantly right.

“It is not the conventional approach to division,” Cassius admitted, “but I believe for you it could work.”

“Madness is what it is.” Owen stood. “Behind us is only half the cemetery. The other half lies ahead. Follow close.” He drew his bow and played his lantern to a radiant shine. I did the same—getting only half the brightness—then Cassius and I followed the tailor into the Dark. In my head, I booted up “Run to the Hills” by Maiden, and kept the tune and lyrics on silent repeat as we moved deeper inside.

We wove between rows of crypts and headstones and came to the edge of what seemed to be a broad circle of uneven earth. I shone my lantern down.

We were walking over statues of the dead laid out so densely it felt like cobblestone under my boots—like the Asphodel Meadows but worn almost smooth.

“Semblances arrive in the Dark,” Owen explained, “because they must choose to join the communal light of their stratum. And most of them enter where the connection between the Strata and the world above is strongest.”

“Like a cemetery,” Cassius observed.

Owen ran the toe of his boot over a white patch of ground. “Killing a semblance produces a discharge of energy.” He raised his lantern, casting its light across the broad circle. White scorched patches practically covered the ground. “It’s also a good place for wraiths to feed.”

“Wonderful,” I said. “So how do we get the Orcus thread?”

“You don’t do anything,” said Owen. “You just be damn sure nothing mucks it up for me while I’m having a go.”

My heart got suddenly loud in my ears, every beat, the blood rushing in my veins. I clutched at my chest, trying to ease the pounding rhythm—“ripples on a windless sea.” I’d gotten away from the song in my head and quickly dialed back up the Maiden tune in my mind.

Owen shambled a few yards into the stony circle, lantern in one hand, bow in the other. As he approached the center, lightning crackled in the darkness above us. A deep ripping sound tore through the air and a roll of thunder washed over us in hard waves.

“Be ready!” Owen screamed.

Lightning ripped the darkness again, crackling down from the black sky and resolving into thin, elegant ribbons of amber and crimson that cradled the form of a woman.

Her body came slowly to rest on the ground before us, then sank and calcified into the effigies around her. But her semblance rose in an elegant white dress and stood squinting against the radiant ribbons of light, which still held her fast.

Owen rushed in, lantern raised. He said something I couldn’t understand and bowed his lamp in three quick strokes. A beam of light spooled out and coiled around the bright streamers.

Watching it all go down, I forgot my mental song again.

All went silent, save the hard beating of my heart inside me, and I had the sudden desire to lie down with the effigies around me, sink into the stone . . .

The semblance screamed, not at Owen but toward the sky. High above us a woman appeared, wearing a long, sleeveless grey dress and matching veil over her nose and mouth. Her face and arms shone deathly pale. A silver cord hung over her shoulder, fastened with a curved silver horn. And she carried a white spear from which the ribbons fell. She pointed that spear down at us and started to descend.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN



Not even Orcus thread can stitch a torn soul. Only Essiene thread, spun from the spirit of a loved one in a time of need, will do.

—Esther Bruce, On the Treatment of Irreparable Harm: A Field Manual for the Soul

The semblance woman’s cry echoed out across the stony Highgate ground. Cassius and I stepped between her and the veil-faced woman floating down out of the Dark.

Owen shot a look skyward. “Blazes, it’s a waelcyrge!” All I could do was stare.

“A psychopomp,” Owen explained. “They guide warrior spirits into their next life.”

Owen laid his lantern on the ground, positioning its beam on the ribbons of light. “Don’t let her interfere!” He cut the streamers of the semblance woman’s soul, and she collapsed to the ground, whimpering. The tailor’s lamp beam held the streamers like bugs in amber, while he reached in with both hands and began to weave the soul strands into a tight thread.

The waelcyrge raised her free hand and lightning erupted from her fingertips, brightening her dress and veil. A boom of thunder exploded around us. And the sizzling light, radiating again through the Dark, lit a thousand latent forms in the thick, black sky that seemed ready to be called forth. The light wound upon itself, until the darkness above the woman had coalesced into two massive ravens. They cawed loudly and dove toward the tailor.

Cassius and I backpedaled, trying to give Owen cover, but the waelcyrge pointed her spear at the semblance woman, and a ribbon of blue light ripped into her body. The semblance stood and turned toward us, her eyes twinkling with the same blue light. She hunched her shoulders and let out a shriek so powerful it would have made Slipknot piss themselves. It knocked Cassius and me on our asses.

The ravens reached Owen, savagely clawing and pecking at him. He tried to shoo them with one hand, still grasping the woven ribbons with the other.

Cassius shot to his feet and shouted “Bratros,” silencing the semblance. From my knees, I pulled a hard bow-stroke on my lantern, to try to flash-blind her and the ravens, but only got one contact point. Damn. I clambered to my feet.

The waelcyrge’s lips parted, a deep, sonorous voice cascading down on us in echoes. “These garlands do not belong to you.” With her words came a chilling cold that wrapped around us, slowing our movements. The semblance shrieked again, and a blast of frigid air shot from her mouth, nearly knocking me back to the ground.

Cassius drove the semblance back with a swipe of his blade, and I stroked my lantern hard again with my bow, catching two contact points, and holding thoughts of light in my head. My lamp flashed bright this time. The semblance covered her eyes, and the ravens circled up into the darkness. Owen pulled a spindle from his pocket and gathered the streamers together again. He wove the trails of light with his fingertips and wound the sparkling crimson and amber thread around the spindle as he went. The semblance crept away into the Dark, her feet sliding across the stony ground. I peered after her into the black. Cassius took a few steps but stopped. She was gone.

Owen had almost finished spooling the thread.

When the waelcyrge reached the earth, she pointed her spear heavenward and raised her free hand high above her head. Lightning crackled across the black sky again. Thunder rumbled the stone beneath our feet.

When the thunder had receded, violet streamers cascaded quickly to the dark ground at the far side of the clearing. We heard a shrill cry and stamping hooves.

Owen doused his lantern and shoved the spindle of shimmering amber and crimson Orcus thread into my hand. It thrummed as if alive. “Stow this away and put out your lantern.”

“The semblance’s streamers⁠—”

“Remnants of her soul, and her last connection to the world above.

Now hide it.”

I tucked the thread into my pack and whispered my ghost stone to darkness. At the far side of the clearing, hooves sparked against the stone, illuminating the semblance woman now riding a black beast. Its legs were scarcely more than bone and knotted sinew. Its great horns swooped out and forward like jagged spikes. It glared at us, its face long and bony, its tongue flicking over rows of broken teeth. “Dear Father . . .” Owen crossed himself. “What is it?” I asked.

“A shagfoal,” the tailor whispered.

The semblance charged the shagfoal toward us, her sheer white overlay rippling in the wind, beast and semblance shrieking. The screams pierced my ears like an ice pick, and my legs went heavy like I’d run ten miles. I put a hand on Cassius’s shoulder for support.

“Go,” Owen said. “I’ll try to draw it away.” “No,” I said. “We all go.”

Owen grabbed my shirt and pulled me in. “You just make sure you use the Orcus proper. Stop Brach, ya hear me. And if you see ’em, tell my wife and daughter . . .”

My own parents hadn’t given a damn about me, and here was Owen, scratching out a life in the Dials down a stinking alley for his wife and daughter, willing to put it all on the line for them, too. I’d never seen something like this up close.

I stared a moment, then said, “Yeah, man. I’ll make sure.”

The tailor nodded, let go of my shirt, and hobbled away, striking up his lantern as he went. I fought the desire to go after him, as the shagfoal and semblance tore after his bobbing lamp, the ravens wheeling and beginning to dive-bomb.

“Cassius—”

The waelcyrge whipped her spear tip our way, and bright white streamers flared over us, lighting us up.

The shagfoal skidded to a stop and snapped its skeletal face in our direction. The ravens circled back and flapped wildly toward us, abandoning their pursuit of Owen, who disappeared into the Dark. The semblance shrieked again, so loud this time my ears rang. Cassius said something but I couldn’t hear him, and my vision began to blur.

He cried out “Bratros,” pulled me forward, and we scrambled from the stony round, back toward the catacomb stairs.

High above us a rich, sonorous sound rose. I looked up to see the waelcyrge trumpeting her deeply curved silver horn. The sound resonated beneath our feet, and the stone effigies we were running across began to shift, arms pulling free, bodies slumping up and standing. The horn sounded again, and the rising statues of black rock began shambling after us, bits of them cracking off and clacking beneath them as they came. A few went the other way, after Owen.

As we burst from the Dark into the graveyard, Cassius hit a headstone hard with his knee and toppled forward onto the dry grass. I stopped to give him a hand, but he jumped up and limped ahead of me toward the Strata stairs. Behind us we heard the shagfoal panting and hissing, its pounding hooves gaining on us. And just behind that the heavy thump of hundreds of stone feet.

At the catacomb steps, the ravens latched onto us and began pecking at our eyes. We both fell, trying to bat them away. The semblance woman screamed again—the howl like it was inside my head.

Cassius knocked the ravens back with his massive hands and grunted, “Go, Jack.”

I stood and stumbled up the first few steps, the centurion at my back. We pushed our way up through the darkness until I finally relit my lantern. But the jouncing light barely illuminated the stair walls.

I heard the shagfoal’s hooves clack on the stone steps behind us. The semblance woman shrieked again, filling the stairwell with her piercing voice. A raven landed on my back and stabbed its beak into my neck before Cassius swatted it down and drove his sword through it.

We rounded a turn in the stairs, giving me a quick glimpse at the semblance woman and the drooling, jaw-snapping beast charging up after us. Her eyes were wide and wild. The shagfoal brayed and picked up speed.

“Keep moving,” Cassius shouted.

I felt like I was a kid again, running up from the cellar, certain that something in the dark would pull me back.

At last, I saw a vague light ahead. A few moments later, I burst out into the sunlight of the topside world and stumbled to my knees. The woman’s screeching stopped. I clambered to my feet just as Cassius stomped out from the stairs, splashing mud up on us both.

We were at the center of a sunken ring of mausoleums beneath a large cedar tree. The ring was surrounded by oaks and the broader cemetery beyond. It smelled beautifully like cut grass, rich soil, and wood. We faced the doorway, weapons raised, expecting the semblance woman and her beast to barrel out at us. But they didn’t. Still, we stood waiting, ready. A minute passed. Two.

We were safe. I screamed with relief, but the sound died in my throat when I remembered Owen. I hoped the dark effigies hadn’t caught up to him, killed him.

The tailor’s sacrifice for his family still struck me. “How could Owen have a daughter in the Strata?”

The centurion wiped mud from his face. “Good men look after the young. It will always be so. Finding the girl alone in the Strata, he probably took her in as his own.”

The spirit of a dead man caring for a dead child in the slums of the Strata. Yeah, Owen was a good man, all right. One thing was for sure, people like Owen and his little family deserved the chance to progress and move on. If the topside world was killing that chance, I’d be hard-pressed to defend it. I didn’t really need another reason to try and make good use of the Orcus thread, but Owen had just given me one—for him, his wife and daughter, and all the others like them in the Strata.

I took a deep breath of fresh topside air. “Owen seemed surprised to see that waelcyrge. Why?”

“There are many waelcyrges,” Cassius replied, “but they are rarely seen, since they only conduct warrior souls.”

“So, was it just angry that we were interfering with the semblance, or was it working for the Shiguan? Bringing them fighters for their revolution?”

Cassius shook his head. “Hard to know. But waelcyrges are often likened to the horsemen of the apocalypse. It is said they are able to pass back and forth through the mountain of fire on the Asphodel Meadows.”

“To take souls home?”

“Or bring them back,” Cassius said. “What is sure is that with our interference of her sacred commission, we have made another enemy.”

“We seem to be good at that.”

“However, we have also made an ally,” Cassius added. “You now have a gifted seamster you can call on. One who will stand against men like Brach. That is no small thing.”

“If he made it.”

We walked out of Highgate Cemetery, rode the Northern Line south, and got off at Tottenham Court Road Station. A few minutes later we turned onto Manette Street.

I counted four Shiguan thanatists, each with vestiges at hand, prowling just outside the ward barrier. On the Iron Horse side, Sherzer and Delain were keeping an eye on them. We strode past Brach’s watchdogs into the protection of the Iron Horse ward, which had receded several more yards.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT



The province of the thanatist is the empire of the dead. So, it is rare to find a thanaturgic lamp-bearer capable of sending a spirit on to the peace all souls desire. This illuminates the different categories of thanaturgic practice.

—Gerbert of Aurillac, The Apocryphal Diaries

Then I stepped into the Iron Horse, it was quiet, subdued. No music. No Henry drying glasses behind the bar. Lakshmi was standing near the classic-metal booth, whispering with Lady and Church and Chuey. They jumped up and started toward Cassius and me.

I took them through it all—Mick, Brach, Owen—and showed them the catalysts we’d collected, including the Orcus. Chuey fetched us wet towels to wipe the mud off our faces and arms.

“Jack,” said Lakshmi, once we’d caught our breath, “have you heard of Chris Barber?”

“Dude was a legend,” I said. “Some say London’s most important jazz composer. Passed away a few years back.”

Lakshmi nodded. “His semblance was consumed.” “Wraith attack?”

She nodded again. “I’ve just come from the Modern Stratum. Jack, I think Brach’s accelerating his plans.”

“No doubt about that,” I said.

Chuey lightly slapped my chest with the back of his hand. “I let all our musician friends know to be on the lookout. For now, they all seem okay. But you, you look worse than normal. Something else happen down there?”

“Got bit by a bird.” I pointed to the back of my neck and was about to get into more detail when my cell phone buzzed with a text. Sixth Angel Entertainment, asking me to call them ASAP.

Damn it, not right now. I needed to just shut these guys down once and for all. I had much bigger problems . . . then I remembered what the Ward had said about getting my spirit right. “Can you guys give me a minute?”

“Of course, man.” Chuey stepped to the side. “I’ll get you a soda with lime.”

Lady checked the back of my neck, where the raven had pecked me. “I’ll bring my needle. You need a few stitches.”

I nodded thanks and headed back to the greenroom. I eased onto the couch and hit dial. The line connected and some guy answered.

“This is Jack Solomon,” I said.

“Mr. Solomon, Ken Macks, Sixth Angel Entertainment. I’ve left you a message or two in the last few days . . .” The guy paused. “This is a bit awkward, but the vocalist we had lined up for the Hounds . . . well, he’s headed back to rehab.” Macks paused again, longer this time. “Would you consider singing the festival with the band? One last gig? You’d be compensated, of course.”

I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

“I know it’s a lot to ask,” Macks added, “but we can’t bring anyone else up to speed fast enough, and we’ve got a couple of label reps coming to take a look.”

Part of me wanted to tell him to go to hell. But the Ward had said I needed to forgive those who’d left me behind. Maybe forgiving the

Hounds could put me on the right track. And despite everything that had happened, I didn’t want to be the reason these guys didn’t get their shot. Even though that meant going on without me.

I took a deep breath. “Yeah, I can do that.”

Macks blew such a huge sigh of relief that my phone crackled in my ear. “Very decent of you, Mr. Solomon. Thank you. There’s just one more thing.”

“What’s that?”

Macks hesitated. “There’s a soundcheck the day after tomorrow. And I know the brass would love to hear you.”

I didn’t really care about “the brass,” but a soundcheck was legit. More than that, it would give me the opportunity to see the guys, try to put it behind me that much sooner. And with everything going on, time was not, as the Stones famously said, on my side.

“Yeah, man. Okay.”

Still hurt to agree to it. The band had been my everything for five years. Macks gave me the details and we hung up. I sat back on the old grimy couch and stared up at the picture of Robert Plant. Losing the camaraderie of the band had emptied me out the first time. Playing a show like Wembley, then walking away . . .

I picked up the old dreadnought, held it close. The cool wood felt good on my skin. I brushed the strings and let them softly ring open, kind of like a prayer.

Then, without planning to, I started playing my song.

I sang just above a whisper. It wasn’t a performance. It wasn’t for the guys in the band. Or the fans. This time it was for me. It just came out. Like a story I didn’t know I remembered.

I sang about Dan and wondered if my brothers were still alive. I sang about Dad and wondered if I would have a family of my own someday. I’d never given it much thought. All I’d ever cared about was my music, and that seemed to be getting away from me now—a fact I might not be able to take. Because I’d never thought about myself as anything other than a musician.

Then I hit the third verse . . . and pulled away.

“Damn it.” I slammed my fist against the guitar. How many years had I been at this song? I flipped the guitar around, held it by the neck like a bat, and slammed it on the floor. It shattered to pieces, strings buzzing a discordant twang.

I couldn’t find my third verse, but now I understood why: I’d have to say things about Mama I didn’t want to say. Because even though she’d left, and I wanted to hate her—maybe did hate her—I still loved her. And I didn’t know how to reconcile those two things. I’d need to figure it out somehow if I meant to do as the Ward had asked.

Cassius knocked on the door and entered the room. “If this is your metal music, Jack, it commends you well. Though I do not understand why you destroy your instrument after such compelling music.”

I turned to see my friends standing in the hallway behind him—Chuey, Church, Lady, and the raptorial, Lakshmi.

“We didn’t mean to eavesdrop,” Lady said, her voice soft. “But Chuey explained to us about Sixth Angel, and we thought maybe you could use some company.”

I waved them all in in. Chuey placed the club soda and lime on the end table near me and swept the broken guitar out of the way. Lady sat beside me and set to cleaning and stitching my wound. The others sat around on the couch or old folding chairs, except Lakshmi, who closed the door and stood with her back against it.

They deserved to know why descending the Strata was so hard for me, and why I’d failed the ward-bond. So, I finally told them the story of the boy in the window.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE



Forgiveness is the only lasting remedy for scars of the soul, and its balm comes not all at once, but moment by moment.

—Thomas Young, Care of the Soul (visiting lecturer to Kings Stratum Forum, Rome, Italy)

In the quiet safety of the Iron Horse greenroom, my friends patiently listened as I searched for the words to tell them about Mama.

“A few years after she left, I figured out how Dad ‘put bread on the table,’ as he liked to say. It helped me make sense of the all-night visitors, the police visits, his and my mother’s fights. All of it.”

“You don’t owe anybody this story,” Chuey said. He knew some of it, of course, but he didn’t know the deeper part.

I shook my head. My friends had put everything on the line, and they deserved to know why the Ward hadn’t accepted me yet.

“Every time Mom and Dad fought, once it was over, Mom came in to stop me from crying. Reassure me. Because every time they fought, she threatened to go.”

“Some men and women are not well yoked,” Cassius observed.

“One night, it got bad. My brothers left the house. I was too small to leave, so I crawled into bed, and pretended to be asleep. The walls and floor shook a few times. I thought this would be it. Everything would break apart. Then it got quiet, and sometime later Mama curled in next to me and wrapped me up in her big arms. Usually she sang to me. Not that night. ‘Dad loves us,’ she said, ‘he’s just a hard man to know.’ ”

Chuey chuckled softly. “Your dad could make black-metal dudes piss themselves.”

I chuckled, too. Chuey had always been there to make me laugh. But the laughter died fast and I paused. The next part I’d never shared. Not with anyone. It was the part that made friends hard to find, and left me amazed when someone actually stuck around in my life. Even now I wasn’t sure I should say it out loud.

“I rolled over to face Mom. ‘If you ever go away,’ I said, ‘please take me with you.’ She traced the birthmark we share on the back of my neck and said, ‘Kiddo, I promise you one thing—if I ever go away, we’re a pair.’ ” For a moment, I’d felt safe. “Turned out I didn’t matter enough to her for her to keep that promise.”

My head filled with the ache of that memory. But I had to finish, and told them about the morning she’d driven away while I screamed at the front-room window for her to come back.

“You dear boy.” Lady finished stitching my neck. “And where did she go?”

“Back then I thought maybe here,” I said. “Her mother was from Hackney. But mostly I just knew she was gone.”

Chuey nodded. “You been carrying that around a long time.”

“Not a day goes by I don’t remember that she broke that promise.” But it was my dad, too. “I also remember all the stuff I saw and did, living in my father’s house. More than once I came close to joining my brothers in a Rollin’ 100s street crew . . . but I’d found metal and along the way started writing songs of my own. Started wanting to chase the dream, you know, leave something behind that matters. Something that might help someone else the way the music helped me.” I tapped the smashed guitar with my toe. “Anyway, that’s where the song comes from, as much of it as there is. And I think that’s also where I stopped knowing how to forgive.”

Church nodded with understanding. “We all do things we come to regret. Perhaps this is also true for your mother.”

Maybe.

Cassius put his big, scarred hand on my shoulder. “Whatever others esteem or disregard, love means putting their happiness before your own. It seems to me, Jack, that this is a truth you already understand well enough. Forgiveness will follow in due course.”

They all nodded to that.

“And your song,” Lady added, “is a beautiful way to try and find some peace with your mother.”

“The Ward said I needed to figure it out before she’ll accept me.” I told them about the soundcheck at Wembley, where I’d begin trying to reconcile with my abandoners, starting with the Hounds.

Lakshmi fingered the crucifix around her neck. I caught a shimmer of sympathy in her shadow on the door. “What matters most is to finish it,” she said. “Your song, I mean. Hank Williams could do it.”

I looked up and saw she was smiling. I think it was the first joke I’d heard her tell.

Chuey grinned. “So, what, she’s a little bit country, and you’re a little bit rock and roll? You two trying to reboot the Osmonds?”

I burst out laughing. Lady and Church, too. Cassius smiled. Even Lakshmi joined in. It felt good after drudging up the past.

“Jack,” said Church, “I’ve taken the liberty of informing the regulars that you’ve received ownership of the Iron Horse.”

Before I could thank him, my phone rang. I dug it out of my pocket—no caller ID. “Hello.”

“Jack, where have you been?” said Emaline.

“Took longer than planned to get the Orcus thread,” I said. The line was silent a moment. “You actually procured Orcus?” “Wasn’t easy.”

“Be careful with it, Jack. Orcus can be fatal to use.”

I chuffed a laugh. “That might have been nice to know up front.

Anyway, what’s up?”

“Your freeboot thanatist goes by the moniker ‘Madam,’ ” she said, “and Brach’s chief seamster, Muybridge, told me that she’s found a way to further collapse the ward.”

“How?”

“I don’t know, but whatever it is has Brach excited. He’s leaving for the Guildhall in a few minutes to be briefed, which should give me time to search his library for Cython writings on ward creation.”

“Good,” I said. “You get an address for this ‘Madam’?”

“No, but I got a tip that she’ll be at the Cambridge Circus Cinematograph Theatre, Modern Stratum, tomorrow at three. But watch yourself, Jack. Madam is clever and unpredictable.” She hung up.

Topside, the Cinematograph was a derelict theater about a block south down Charing Cross. But I had no idea what shape it would be in in the Strata. I was mostly just glad I had a day to rest—Tin Pan, Rats Castle, the waelcyrge . . . I was beat.

“What was that about?” Lakshmi asked.

I put my phone away. “A couple of nights ago some wonderful folks tried to abduct me, led by a freebooter called ‘Madam.’ But the abduction was interrupted by the wraith that’s been tracking me. This ‘Madam’ tried to net the thing, gave Cassius and me time to escape.”

“Any freebooter experienced enough to take black-market abduction contracts would have been able to see deeper inside the wraith,” Lakshmi observed. “She may be able to tell us something that could help us find it.”

“That’s what I’m hoping,” I said. “It’s also possible her crew was hired by Muster Brach.”

“Dear me,” said Lady, “that could prove it was Brach who had you and Henry killed.”

I nodded.

“More than a little surprising,” said Church, “given Henry and Brach’s long friendship. What makes you suspect him?”

“A rumor,” I lied, “from someone close to Brach.”

“I see,” said Church. “Well, even if you believe there’s credence to this claim, proving it may be difficult. Brach is widely recognized as one of thanaturgic society’s brightest arcanists.”

“That’s what I’ve heard.” I scrubbed my face, trying to refresh myself. “But if this Madam has information that could help our case against Brach, as well as intel on the wraith, we’ve got to talk to her.”

I looked around at my friends. The last time we’d gone into the Strata together, we’d rushed headlong into a nasty fight. “I just got a tip on where this Madam is going to be tomorrow. Apparently, she’s also found a way to further collapse the ward. So, for a host of reasons, I’ve got to check her out. You guys in?”

Nods all around.

“One thing,” I said. “Every time I go into the Strata, memories I’d forgotten get pulled up. Makes for rough sledding. Music helps if there’s some at hand. Just wanted you to be aware.”

My friends all nodded again, then one by one filtered out to eat, rest, drink in the pub. Chuey hung back—he could always sense when I wanted to talk. He handed me one of his pocket-sized caffeine drinks. I slugged it down.

With Wembley still on my mind, I asked, “You ever regret not taking that piano scholarship to Juilliard?”

“Every time I hear you sing,” he said with a laugh. “Nah, man. I’m good. I’m where I want to be.”

I shook my head in disbelief. Not that Chuey had the stones to turn down such a huge opportunity, but that I had a friend like him. A lot of things had come and gone in my life, but not Chuey. He made everyone around him better, happier. He slapped my shoulder and ducked out, leaving me again in the quiet sanctum of the greenroom.

With Chuey’s energy drink in me, I pulled over Henry’s books and started hum-reading again to the tune of “Behind Blue Eyes.” The language of thanaturgy was coming easier to me now, dots connecting. As much as that, reading the books and being here in the greenroom made me feel close to Henry. I was actually looking forward to finding Madam tomorrow, hoping she could help me get justice for my friend.


CHAPTER FORTY



English bastards came for my ancestral lands. Queen Elizabeth broke promises to do it, too. So, I harbor no affection for London’s ruling class, neither in the Strata nor in the world above. Nay, give me a good rebellion, the likes of which I and my Irish lords put forth. That’ll keep authority honest.

—Chancellor Grace O’Malley, statement on rumors of a Shiguan uprising

I slept past noon. Once I’d got to Henry’s books the night before, I was up reading ’til four in the morning. I grabbed a hot shower and snaked some cold kidney pie from the kitchen fridge. By two o’clock I felt almost normal again.

Everyone met in the Horse venue about quarter of three, all geared up. I checked to be sure Church had plenty of coin on him. Then, without much fanfare, we popped the hatch at the side of the stage and headed back down to the Strata to confront my would-be abductor.

As I descended the Abyssal Steps, my head started to pound, and I began to feel dizzy. Not far from the Modern Stratum door, lost memories pushed at me . . .

. . . Henry and I are lying on the Iron Horse roof, hoping to see a meteor. I tell him I did a science project on meteorites as a kid. Henry says he wishes he knew me back then . . .

I clutched the handrail and shuffled to the stratum door, traced the password, and we hurried inside. Music roared from the stage—thank the metal gods—softening the ache in my head. When we got out onto Manette Street, Chuey stopped and bent over. He had his rosary out and was working the beads.

“You okay?” I asked him.

“Why, you going to carry me?” He smiled. “I just know how delicate you are⁠—”

He gave me the metal salute and we got moving.

Neon billboard lights blazed with color as we turned on Charing Cross and ran south toward the Cambridge Circus Cinematograph Theatre, weaving through pedestrians and dodging trash bins. Ahead I spotted the white flashing bulbs of the Cinematograph marquee and pulled my lantern and bow. My friends readied their weapons, too.

But as we drew closer, something seemed off, or rather, normal. Nothing was on fire. Madam was nowhere to be seen, and no thanatists were battering the ward with light. Just semblances doing what people normally do, a few even going into the theater. The marquee above them showed three features: The Bright Path, London Today, and Paul Rutherford’s Swing Kings.

I wondered if someone had given Emaline bad information. “Let’s check inside,” I said.

Just short of the doors, we passed through the Iron Horse ward and stopped.

“Jack,” said Church, “the ward’s south end used to extend another few streets.”

Whatever this Madam was doing to contract the ward, it was happening from inside the theater, but going in cold seemed foolish.

“Lakshmi, will you see if there’s a rear entrance?” I pointed at the adjacent alley. “Come in behind any trouble we might encounter?”

“Wise plan,” she said.

As she disappeared up the street, I pushed through the theater door. Unlike the topside Cinematograph, the Modern Stratum version of the theater was rife with the fresh smell of popcorn and hot dogs. Old movie broadsides hung in the lobby bearing emphatic titles and men in uniform. A young woman stood behind the concession counter reading Crime and Punishment.

We cut left to the far aisle entrance and quietly pushed into the dark theater. Motes shone like tiny fireflies in the bright beam streaming down from the projection room. An almost entirely full house of semblances sat watching the title credits of London Today. Then an old-time newsreel, complete with melodramatic voice-over, began to play. But it was showing news and video footage from the topside world—popular film and television programs set in London’s past, national museum adjunct-education videos, university enrollment campaigns for history departments.

The crowd began to jeer and toss popcorn at the screen.

On the screen, a figure stepped to a lectern. It was Morris Williams, London’s Minister of State for Creative Industries, Media, and Arts. Williams was one of the bodies I’d seen in Bazalgette’s watery graveyard. In the film here now, I could see his binding threads. Williams introduced himself and then tore into a litany of complaints decrying topside London, gesturing wildly but with a rehearsed familiarity.

The audience were now stomping the floor and shouting.

“I’ve seen Williams speak,” I said. “That semblance moves and sounds just like him.”

“Not just a semblance,” said Church. “Rumor is Brach has developed some kind of projection technology and trained highly specialized seamsters in the art of using film to craft perfect replicas known as mummers. I’ve never seen one . . . until now.”

The semblances on the theater floor stopped shouting and started cheering as the force of Williams’s speech overtook them—his words hypnotic.

“Damn it all,” Lady muttered. “Jack, most of these semblances were Iron Horse folk on this Stratum. Good people. I can’t imagine why they wouldn’t have stayed inside the ward. They’re exposed now.”

Cassius leaned close and whispered in my ear.“No, Jack, they are converted.” Propaganda. Brach was showing people how the topside world was abusing the Strata, and using perfect replicas of significant public figures to speak out against topside tyranny. It was recruitment. It would grow his influence and army. And here, close to the ward, it had also wooed away Horse patrons whose light now would no longer help keep that ward strong.

Things were spiraling fast toward Brach’s revolution.

The mummer whipped the crowd into a frenzy. They cheered and hooted and clapped so loud I could barely hear myself think.

“The projection room,” I said, and dashed back toward the lobby. I’m not sure my friends heard me, but they followed.

We rushed up the long, winding steps and circled past the balcony to the upper level. I stepped out onto a broad mezzanine. Dim floor lights illuminated worn red carpeting leading to the door of the projection booth. Behind it the reels of spooling film rattled on their spindles.

We were ten feet from the booth when the door opened, and three vestiges emerged. No sign of Madam.

“You’re tresspassin’, mate,” said one with a mohawk and pierced nose as he unraveled an iron-corded net. “But no worries. We’ll teach you where to piss.”

Cassius, Chuey, and Lady formed a line in front of me. Church hung back by my side. The two lines crashed together. Chuey got in a wicked blow with his macuahuitl, dropping Mr. Mohawk to the carpet. Cassius overwhelmed the hulking vestige who came at him, with a quick parry and a slash across the throat.

A short, muscular woman snared Lady in an iron net, then dove at her with a knife. I grabbed the net and yanked it back, just before Lady took a blade to the head. As Church pulled Lady free, the muscular woman ducked back inside the projection room. The sound of a bolt being thrown came muffled through the door.

I rushed the door and drop-kicked it. Wood splinters exploded from the doorframe, and the door swung open. Cassius followed me in.

The muscular woman dropped the phone she was holding and crouched into a fighting stance. The projectionist behind her, a gangly young man with long hair, slowly turned to look at me. A cigarette stub moldered in his lips, smoke wafting up into his bloodshot eyes. He looked like he hadn’t slept in fifty years, but raised some kind of thin rod and pressed a button—blue lightning crackled at its tip.

“Nothing stops the show, eh?” the man drawled in a Cockney accent. From the house speakers, the newsreel voice of Minister Williams proclaimed in strident tones, “Art and music and theater must fulfill their moral obligation to depict our progenitors not to the mortal world’s advantage, but to our eternal reality.”

Cassius disarmed the woman and slammed her to the ground. I charged the cigarette man, pulling my leather bag and whipping it at the electric prod, knocking it aside. Then I dove for the projector table, shoved the machine, and toppled the table for good measure. It all crashed down, bulbs popping and reels spooling out over the floor. An electric scent filled the suddenly silent booth.

The theatergoers below us booed. A second later, the theater filled with a warm red light, and a low metallic hum filled the air. I scrambled up to the projection window and peered down into the theater. Madam stood stage left, slowly bowing her lantern. She wore her broad-cuffed coat, her infinity scarf, and her tricornered hat. But her hair was down—she looked “show-ready.”

Her lamplight pulsed on every surface of the large venue. Then the lighting rigs came on in cool blues and violets, and a swing band appeared onstage playing a Tommy Dorsey tune. No load-in. No soundcheck. Just there. paul rutherford’s swing kings, a banner behind them read.

The bandleader started to rip some crazy licks with his trombone. Semblances shot to their feet, crowded down to the stage, and danced in the aisles. Madam ceased playing her lantern and smiled up at me through the theater haze.

Then a gentleman with greased-back hair took the stage and began crooning a flag song to the tune of “O Christmas Tree,” in counterpoint to the Swing Kings. The two pieces of music rose like voices in disagreement—the sound of dissent. The cacophony riled the crowd into gyrating and fist-pumping.

I’d never heard such a combination of traditional folk melodies overlaid with stately rhythms like parade marches. It was more than just sound. It got inside me, carrying me along. I stared out the projection window, suddenly wondering whether the Iron Horse was really worth this much fighting and bad blood.

“Jack?” Cassius’s deep voice rang at my ear, disrupting the music’s flow, snapping me from its pull.

I rushed to the wall, picked up the house phone, and hit the PA button. Then, I unleashed the heaviest metal scream I could muster and beat the phone against the wall in a furious rhythm: “Why are you so shameless!” Slam. Slam. Slam. Slam. “Why are you so shameless!”

The theater crowd began to scream and shout. The Swing Kings stopped swinging.

Madam was still smiling up the side aisle at me, as the mob began to point my way and started to shout, “Get him!”


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE



The barrier between the waking world and the Asphodel Meadows is, for a thanatist, a sheer veil, which may, as a matter of perception, be drawn aside.

—Marcel Gerbau, Eminent Wayfinder, St. Paul’s

Madam raised her arms and called the angry Cinematograph crowd to silence. Semblances and vestiges on the floor near the stage still glared up at me as I peered down from the projection window.

“You’ve disrupted this evening’s entertainment, Mr. Solomon,” said Madam. “So, how’s about you join us here onstage, hmm?”

Cassius was holding the muscular woman against the back wall of the projection room with his sword. “It is a trap, Jack. You would be putting that entire crowd between us and the street.”

“Yeah, but I need information only she can give us.” I turned from the window. “Besides, I think she cares more about showmanship than the win.”

We told the cigarette man and the woman to stay put—they seemed happy to oblige—and stepped out of the booth onto the mezzanine.

“Lot of people pissed at you, Jack.” Chuey pointed his macuahuitl toward the theater rabble. “And you haven’t even sung for them yet.”

“Yeah, definitely not my crowd,” I said. “Have you a plan, Jack?” asked Church.

“More of an instinct,” I said.

I led my friends down the winding staircase and into the theater. The throng closed ranks behind us, sealing us in.

We mounted the left-stage stairs and stood opposite Madam on the boards. Beside her, Paul Rutherford and his Swing Kings glared at us, while several hundred vestiges and semblances fell quiet, as if waiting for a show.

Madam raised a hand, and from backstage, four vestiges in motley uniforms trotted out and formed a staggered line in front of her. The two in the middle held cudgels, the two on the ends had nets. Behind them, next to Madam, stood her giant spearman, in a loincloth.

Cassius sidled close to me. “Remember, stay behind us. Be our eyes.

Bracing strokes if you can. Clip every binding you are able.” “Let’s see if we can appeal to her lesser nature first,” I said.

Cassius nodded, then took position with Church and Lady between me and Madam’s line of vestiges. Chuey stayed next to me.

“Such a treat to see you again, Mr. Solomon,” began Madam. “May I ask how you came by my whereabouts?”

“You of all people should know anything’s available for a price, Madam.”

She smiled. “And you know my name, too. You’ve been busy, Mr.

Solomon.”

“More than you know,” I said. “By the way, thanks for bailing me out the other night. With the wraith, I mean.”

“Think I did that for you, do you?” “Who else?”

Madam laughed, right up from her gut. “You’re not here for a spot of retaliation, then, for that business with the nets. All’s forgiven, you’d say?” “That depends,” I replied. “I’m told this is Iron Horse ground. What are you doing here?”

“Oh, it most assuredly was, Mr. Solomon. But you see, like it or not, a spirit may choose for herself, which is to say, when presented with a better option, she may shift her allegiance.”

I was counting on it. “Without the least bit of encouragement from you, I suppose.”

Madam ignored the accusation and stepped up between her two cudgel-wielding vestiges. “These old cinemas, which you leave to decay in your world, are still vibrant here in the Strata.”

I recalled the chaotic song the Swing Kings had just been playing. “With new music.”

“Among other things,” said Madam. “These grand old theaters can be movie houses, playhouses, music halls⁠—”

“But not all at once. That’d be the trick of your lantern, wouldn’t it?” “The point is,” said the bandleader, Rutherford, “they share the same purpose. The very thing absent from your world’s music.” His shadow swirled with countless occlusions in the light of Madam’s lantern. “And what is that?” I asked.

“A spark,” he said. “A spark from which a movement may grow. But instead, your world’s music is self-aggrandizing, exalting the performer; it isn’t meant to inspire people toward a common goal.”

“To refashion individual allegiance into something less . . . individual, you mean.”

“When I taught at the Guildhall,” said Rutherford, “my students were made to understand personal sacrifice.”

“Can it really be personal sacrifice if you’re making them do something?” “Love your idealism,” said Madam, “but I can hardly think, Mr.

Solomon, that this is why you came.”

“Fair enough,” I said, “I need to know about that wraith you had in your nets. Anything I could use to track it. It’ll save lives, and not just topside.”

Madam laughed again and shook her head. “Track a wraith? No wonder there’s such interest in you, Mr. Solomon: you’re quite mad.”

“There’s more.”

“Oh, this should be good,” she said, pushing back her hat.

“I need to know who Muster Brach hired to kill Henry Wilkinson . . .” I paused to watch her eyes, but she was too good. “Even if that someone is you.”

Madam’s smile faded. “Well then, Mr. Solomon, this is going to be a very disappointing visit for you.”

“Just tell me . . . I’ll even pay for the information. Church?” Church produced his bag of silver and held it toward her.

“I have a counteroffer.” Madam looked out at the crowd gaping at us and then back at me. “You stay here with us for a couple of days, hale and hearty until your chancery appointment, and I will let your friends walk out of here as alive as they were when they came in. How does that grab you?”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Lakshmi step out from behind the edge of the curtain onto the far side of the stage. She drew her tulwar and called out, “I suggest you answer Mr. Solomon’s questions.”

Madam bowed. “Nicely played, Mr. Solomon, but do you really believe you can defeat us all?” She drew her bow over one of her lantern’s rods, scraping out an earthy tone. Light flared, touching every semblance and vestige in the theater. They roared and tightened in front of the stage.

Cassius leaned in close. “Call for single combat.” “What?”

“One versus one,” Cassius explained. “My fourth-century binder, Theodosius, instituted the practice after dealing with bands of Picts and Saxons. I prefer it, anyway. It is more honorable.”

Still amazed me how long Cassius had been fighting. “I’m not sure Madam’s one to give up an advantage.”

“Most thanatists would not,” he said, “but single combat is still codified in Precedent Law. Most new thanatists are just not aware of the fact.”

I eyed Madam’s giant. “Her spearman’s got you by more than a foot.

Can you beat him?”

The centurion smiled like a madman. “I have wanted this opportunity since our contest outside your home was interrupted.”

I slapped his back and turned to Madam. “I cite Precedent and call for single combat to settle this. Assuming a freebooter like yourself has the scruples to honor the outcome, how about your spearman against my centurion? If your man wins, I stay here, and my friends walk free. But if my man wins, you tell me what I want to know, and we all go home.”

Madam looked Cassius over. “I don’t care much about Precedent. But I love a good show. I hope your man gives us one. I think, though, you will be washing his blood from our beautiful stage before we retire to await your trial.”

She laughed and cleared her crew back out of the way. Then she stepped to the far side of the stage, lantern and bow still in hand. My friends and I went to the other side. She gestured like a band conductor, and Paul Rutherford counted the Swing Kings into a lively carnival-style tune.

Cassius started forward, sword in hand. Madam’s spearman stepped toward him, spinning his eight-foot spear. They began to circle.

The spearman thrust his spear at Cassius’s chest. Cassius slipped it, cried “Bratros,” and rushed the spearman, his sandals pounding the boards like floor toms.

They went down on the old planks with a heavy thud. The spearman rolled over on top of Cassius and swung the butt of his spear at Cassius’s face. Cassius shifted his head away just in time, rolled onto the spearman’s arm, flipping the man over, then clamped a chokehold on him.

The spearman’s face flushed red, then started to pale. But before passing out he stood, Cassius on his back as if he weighed nothing. The spearman jumped and fell back, bringing his full weight down on top of Cassius and cracking the boards beneath them. Cassius went still.

The crowd roared and pounded their hands on the front of the stage as the carnival-swing music played on.

Madam laughed. “Oh, how the mighty fall. Right, Mr. Solomon?” “I really wish you’d shut the hell up,” I said.

The spearman wrapped his massive hands around Cassius’s neck. Cassius still hadn’t moved. He needed a bracing stroke. I’d seen it done, and even practiced a little, though not on anyone. Got to be now. I took my lantern by its pistol grip, focused intensely on my friend, and pulled my bow hard and fast against one of my lamp’s frame rods.

Amber light shot out and hit Cassius directly in his wrist binding, but it was merely like shining a flashlight on him. The theater mob laughed and threw popcorn at me.

I was doing something wrong.

“Pair it with the idea of strength,” said Church.

I pulled another hard bow stroke and imagined Cassius standing against Roman legions to defend his family. Amber light streaked again and flowed into Cassius’s bindings, wrapping him in a cocoon of light. The shimmer inside his shadow flared with radiance. His eyes widened, and his leg muscles bulged.

“Nicely done,” said Madam, clapping soft and slow.

Cassius broke the spearman’s grip on his throat, then swung his legs up and wrapped them around the spearman’s head and chest. He drove the giant back, his legs still holding him like a clamp, then pulled one of the man’s huge arms back until the elbow snapped with a loud crack.

The spearman screamed, and Madam raised her bow. “Lakshmi?” I pointed at Madam.

The raptorial’s hand flashed. A knife hit Madam’s lantern, knocking it from her hand. The theater crowd booed and tossed a few crumpled playbills onto the stage. They must have been running out of popcorn.

“Dirty move,” said Madam. “I love it.”

Cassius swung around, reversing his hold, and grabbed the spearman’s other arm.

The spearman flexed hard, lifting Cassius up over his head.

Cassius drove his boots into the spearman’s face and chest, but the spearman didn’t flinch and slammed Cassius’s head into the floorboards. Laughter and cheers rose from the crowd.

Cassius didn’t let up. He wrapped his legs around the spearman again and grabbed the giant’s good arm. Clenching his teeth and pulling with all his might, he arched his chest for leverage, trying to snap the second elbow. His sweat-beaded triceps bulged like thick snakes. The spearman howled and writhed in the centurion’s grip, frantically jerking and twisting his arm to no avail. At last, another loud crack sounded, and the spearman went limp in Cassius’s arms. A moment later, Cassius pushed the spearman’s body away, picked up his sword, stood, and pointed it down at the spearman’s chest. “Mercy?”

The spearman nodded and laid his head back on the stage. The frenzied crowd moaned and hissed.

Cassius limped back next to me. “You okay?” I asked.

“I miss honest combat like this.” “You’re a helluva wrestler.”

“I’m part Roman,” he replied, a wry smile on his face. “I will say, though, never in all my vestige years have I felt such a bracing stroke as that.”

“Sorry, I’ve never⁠—”

“Most thanatists just push a vague idea of health,” he said. “It never occurs to them that a better, deeper brace would result from a memory of the vestige’s own strength.”

“Made sense to me,” I said. “Plus, there was a margin note about it in Henry’s journal.”

Cassius sheathed his sword. “Thanatists rarely take time to know the pasts of those who serve them.”

The crowd began to shout for a rematch. Madam stepped forward to hush them. The Swing Kings petered out.

“We should be grateful to Mr. Solomon,” said Madam. “He’s a shining example of what we must fight against. His topside arrogance brought him into our theater, thinking he could strong-arm information from us that would undermine the revolution that gives you hope.”

The crowd jeered at me and my friends.

My dad had taken me to dozens of Rollin’ 100s initiations—kids not much older than me. He’d tell them joining meant safety, honor, and family. Then he’d turn the ranking members loose on them. I stopped counting how many of those boys’ funerals I’d been to. Looking at their caskets, all I could think of was how Dad had lied to them, the way Madam was lying now.

Lakshmi stepped forward. “Whatever you think of Mr. Solomon, Precedent requires you to answer any questions that relate to violation of the law.”

Madam laughed. “Watch yourself, my dear.” The crowd laughed and fell into excited chatter, as though another fight was coming.

We weren’t getting what we needed by appealing to Precedent. At least, not here, where Madam had a small army as backing. Sometimes you had to get someone alone—for better or worse, Dad had taught me that.

I sidled up beside Lakshmi and whispered, “Can you take us out the way you came in?”

“I’ll go you one better,” she whispered back. “There’s a spiral staircase backstage that leads topside.”

“Be ready,” I whispered.

I grabbed Madam’s hand, whirled her around, and shoved her through the rear-stage curtain. “Take her topside,” I shouted to Lakshmi. The raptorial dashed through the drapes after Madam. “Follow her!” I told my friends, who hurried after the raptorial.

“That’s a Precedent crime,” cried the projectionist down from the box. “Assaulting a thanatist.” My strata trial was going to suck.

Madam’s crew circled in on me fast; the crowd began storming the stage. I pulled my lantern, whipped my bow hard across a frame rod, and screamed as the light erupted from the stone. A blinding flash and deep note shivered through the theater, giving me and my friends a full three-second lead before the crowd had reached the steps and began chasing up after us.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO



In every soul, reason coexists with irrationality. With targeted musical encouragement, people can, for the collective good, be made puppets of the latter.

—Alan Bush, composer, Song as Inducement

I stumbled out from the winding Strata staircase onto the gritty backstage floor of the topside Cinematograph. Dust plumed up around me. I sucked in a lungful and started to cough. Chuey, Lady, Cassius, and Church were all close by, chuffing, getting their bearings. I jumped up and turned, anticipating the Cinematograph crowd to emerge behind us. Nothing.

Lady patted my shoulder. “They can’t travel Strata steps without a thanatist.”

Lakshmi and Madam were nowhere to be seen. Then running footfalls echoed from the theater beyond the stage curtain.

I tore the curtains open to see Madam racing up the left aisle of the theater. Lakshmi close behind her. The raptorial closed the distance fast, grabbed Madam, and tackled her to the dusty carpet.

“You’re under arrest,” she said, as I jogged to a stop beside them. “What in heaven’s name for?” said Madam.

Lakshmi walked Madam back to the stage and locked her to a water pipe on the rear wall with her black-iron handcuffs. “For the attempted abduction of Mr. Jack Solomon.”

“I’d call that a grey area,” Madam said, smiling. “We meant no harm to the boy. We just want to hold him until his trial, for his own safety, and on account of all the killings he’s accused of.”

Lakshmi studied the woman’s face. “If you’re involved in the assassination of Mr. Wilkinson and Mr. Solomon, we’ll find the truth of it.”

“Or you could help us,” I said. “Just tell us what you know about who Brach had do the hits, and anything you can about the wraith. Please. It could save lives.”

Madam rolled her eyes at me. “There’s a good heart down inside you, Mr. Solomon, and it’s going to get you killed someday.”

Chuey, Lady, and Church still stood doubled over, catching their breath, in a shaft of sunlight falling down from a hole in the roof. Lakshmi pulled me toward them. “I could take her in and question her,” she said. “But Precedent prevents me from using certain interrogation techniques. So, it’s really just a waste of time.”

I looked down into our shadows thrown by the sunlight, and it gave me an idea. “Can I have a minute alone with her?”

Lakshmi eyed me close. “Nothing physical.” “It’s not like that,” I assured her.

My friends moved into the lobby, leaving the theater in sudden silence. Thick layers of dust blanketed rows of old velvet seats. The paint on the walls peeled around posters and World War II newsreel broadsides that had browned with age. The air carried the scent of stale popcorn and the sadness of disuse that abandoned theaters always seemed to have.

But the stage was laden with fresh pallets and crates bearing stencils that read qsc, ua, avid—pro audio companies from the current world.

“I get it now,” I said to Madam. “You’re going to bring that music to the surface, aren’t you?”

Madam smiled. “I might have thought you’d approve. Your famed Marquee venue, with its shrill guitar music, was located here for several years. In fact, that’s what prompted the whole affair—use it to present Iron Horse folk with an alternative. Got many of them to come along, too.”

“Yeah, but it’s not really an alternative, is it? Your music is more like brainwashing.”

“Rather ingenious, if you think about it. The first step toward change is to break one’s former allegiance.” She looked out at the Cinematograph. “And finding this abandoned theater led us to a good sixty derelict venues all across London.”

I remembered Maggie saying the Underworld had been sold, the Phoenix Theatre—where my flat was—sold, too. They’d even come after the Iron Horse. “And it’s not just derelict theaters, is it?”

Madam cocked her head but didn’t answer.

Then I recalled again the song the Swing Kings had played and the way it had started to get inside me. “That old music⁠—”

“Oh, it’s not the style that matters,” said Madam, “it’s the substance. And with it, we’re going to breathe life back into these old buildings. Of course, recruiting is easier at places like the Cinematograph, where the music touches the patrons’ latent need to join a cause.”

“They’re not mindless groupies,” I said.

“Truth is, love,” said Madam, “other than getting paid, I’ve really no horse in this particular race. So, if you’d⁠—”

“Look . . . Madam. I know you’re working for Brach. All I want is for you to tell me about the wraith and anything that might show Brach ordered the hit on Henry. A note. Hell, an email.”

“Sorry, dear,” said Madam, “I’m afraid I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.”

“Have it your way.” I got out my lantern and bow.

“You going to serenade me?” she asked. “I hardly think I’m your type.” “Nah, more like a game of shadow tag.”

The smile fell from her lips. “Don’t play with me, boy.”

I spoke my ghost stone alight. I’d never looked deep into a shadow with my own thanaturgic light. But maybe Madam’s shadow could show me what I needed if I looked deep enough.

My hand trembled as I drew my bow across one of my lantern’s rods in a long, slow pull—a revelatory stroke like the one Mick had used at Rats Castle. Thanaturgic light lit up the entire backstage area.

Madam stomped the floor. “You go on ahead and look at the real stuff, then, boyo.”

I knew as well as anyone how dark a person’s secrets could be. Part of me didn’t want to look. If it wasn’t a violation of Precedent Law, it certainly crossed a moral line. But Brach needed to be stopped, and Henry’s murder needed justice.

Her shadow shimmered with gleam notes in the lively triplet pattern of a tarantella. They lit up in circles mostly around the dark, twisted scars inside her. I concentrated there, hoping to find something that might reveal her part in Brach’s assassination plans or some knowledge about the wraith, but I saw nothing of the sort.

“See something you like?” she asked. “You know, it’s not nice to tell a girl’s secrets.”

“And it’s not nice to kill my friends,” I said.

I pulled the revelatory stroke again, concentrating on who she was and what she’d done. The light flared, and one occlusion came into sharper focus—an eight-pointed star with a tobacco leaf at the center.

There was more beneath the scar, but I could tell I was fighting myself, trying to discern with light and not yet truly seeing. So, as I’d done with Mick, I hummed softly under my breath—trying to follow the pattern of her gleam notes—thinking I might brighten the image, like blowing on an ember.

The memory of a mother walking away from a child eddied in the darkness beneath the awful black scar.

I knew that wound. That feeling.

Something else swirled in the darkness—another figure, the child’s father, choosing to send their mother away.

After a minute or so, my vision blurred from the strain and I stopped singing. I was either too new or lacked some critical context to pull it all into view.

“You have a child.”

She looked shocked. “How did you see that far inside?”

I whispered my stone out, suddenly not sure I should have done this, even to save lives. “And the father won’t let you be with the child?”

“Then you should know,” said Madam, raising her chin, “I do it all for love. Truly.” She’d lost her snark.

I put my catalysts away. “I’m sorry about your kid. I know what it’s like to lose a mother.”

Madam was quiet a moment. “The child’s father . . . is Muster Brach. We used to care for one another before his ambitions seized him. Now he uses our son as leverage to make me do things Precedent forbids. But not murder. I won’t kill for him.”

I believed her. I also didn’t see her as the monster I had just a moment before. Made me feel a bit better about exposing her secrets.

“My son has the same star and leaf imprint on his soul from all this,” she added with a bitter laugh. “So, we have, at least, that bond to share.”

I let the quiet sit a moment before asking, “And the wraith?” “I honestly don’t know anything about it.”

This felt true, too. She’d been separated from her son. She hadn’t chosen it. And it seemed she just wanted to get him back. That might make her an accomplice, but it didn’t make her immoral. And it certainly didn’t make her a liar. The Stones’ “Sympathy for the Devil” cycled into my head.

“Look,” I said, “pretty soon they’re going to put me on trial for things I haven’t done. You could testify that they blackmailed you into abducting me, that they’re trying to keep me from finding the wraith and saving the Iron Horse, saving lives. In exchange, I’ll help you get your kid back.”

“Dear boy,” said Madam, “why on earth should I believe you could keep such a promise?”

“Because I have powerful friends deep inside the Shiguan,” I said. “And because once I bring Brach down, his leverage over you is gone.”

She looked me up and down. “You let me go, and I will make every effort to be there.”

“That sounds like lawyer talk.”

“Such a thrill to take big chances, isn’t it?” I sighed and went back into the lobby.

Lakshmi stood near the back door, sword in hand. “Learn anything useful?”

“Nothing that helps us today. Cut her loose.”

“You really think that’s wise?” asked Lady. “The woman has done nothing but harrow you.”

“Yeah, but a little goodwill here could help us at trial to nail Brach for killing Henry. And Lakshmi doesn’t have time to babysit her, anyway—we’ve got a wraith to catch.”

Lakshmi pulled out her cuff key, gave me a long look, then went into the theater. When she returned, she had her phone in her hand. “I’ve got to go. My chancellor wants an update on the wraith.”

“Will this chancellor be at my trial?” I asked.

Lakshmi nodded. “Mistress Nancy Wake. She’s the bridge between the Convocation and the Strata Chancery.”

“Is she fair?”

“Well, hers is a nonvoting seat.” The raptorial looked around the theater lobby. “But, she would hate what this place might become if Brach has his way. That should work in your favor.”

And there were sixty more theaters just like it. Plus, all the active venues the Shiguan were taking over.

Just after Lakshmi left, Madam pushed open the theater door and gestured for me to rejoin her. “Give me a minute,” I told my friends.

“Her hands are free,” Cassius reminded. “I’ll be all right.”

Back in the theater, Madam had her lantern and bow in hand. A panic shot through me.

“Easy, Mr. Solomon,” said Madam. “I may not know where your wraith is, but I can show you an old freebooter trick that may help you find it.”

I got out my own catalysts. “Shoot.”

“The wraith you hunt was drawn by your rebirth,” she began, “which means it shares some kind of connection with you.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen it.”

Madam pushed her bow forward across two rods of her lantern. The two notes clashed, metallic and droning; dark violet light flared around us. “It’s called darkshine,” she said. “Create two contact points. Invert your normal bow stroke, and only stroke that direction. Then, fix in your mind the pattern you hold in common with the creature.” I positioned my bow. “Like this?”

She nodded. “Then you look, Mr. Solomon. In every direction of the compass, you look.”

I whispered my stone to life and reverse-bowed across two rods of my lantern. The lamp squawked a dissonant harmony and sputtered fits of light. Madam took hold of my hand and guided the bow across my lantern.

The darkshine flared. I called to mind the gleam-note pattern I shared with the wraith and looked around in a slow circle. Thousands of brilliant sparks of white light erupted through the darkshine. They flared, completely washing away the dark. When I stopped playing my lantern, I couldn’t see. There was only white.

“I’m blind.”

Madam chuckled. “Everything went white, did it?” “What did I do wrong?”

“You’re not capturing the unique bond that only you and your wraith share. If you don’t go deep enough, you’ll find a world of people with similarities to what you and the wraith have in common, and they’ll all shine back at you at once.”

My sight gradually started to return.

“Proximity plays a role, too,” Madam added. “Darkshine’s only good for a mile or so.”

London was a huge city, and I still had to figure out how to look deeper, but it was more than I had before. “Thanks,” I told her.

“You’re welcome, Jack.” She flashed her mischievous grin, tipped her hat, and sauntered toward the stage. Over her shoulder she called, “An

iron net might be useful if you find your wraith. You’ll find one in the trunk near the street entrance.” With that, she disappeared backstage.

Madam’s shadow hadn’t shown me anything I could use to convict Brach of Henry’s murder. But the woman herself had shown me how to find my wraith, which, if I could bind it, might help me stop this revolution before it even began. Until I could connect with Emaline again on what to do about Brach, I’d chase the wraith.

I walked into the lobby and found the trunk. But when I tried to pull out the net, I could barely move it—made me sluggish and tired. I felt dumb for forgetting that iron had this effect on thanatists, but it also reminded me of the last time I’d been in an iron net—the wraith had tracked me to my home. Maybe I could use its pursuit of me to anticipate its location.

“Come on,” I said. “We need to hurry.” Chuey grabbed the net for me.

“Where are we going?” asked Church. “And why the net?” “To catch a wraith.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE



Elder thanaturgic beings speak of an arcane technique known as “bilocation,” wherein an object formed of Endless Dark may exist in two places at once.

—Newgate Prison planning notes

As night fell, we raced north on Eversholt Street, buzzing in and out of traffic. Chuey pushed Old Lada’s little engine hard, and in the back seat, Cassius, Church, and Lady held on. I blinded myself twice more with Madam’s darkshine bow stroke, trying to find the wraith. “North is not a destination, bro,” Chuey said. “Where we going?” “Give me a minute,” I said.

I got out Henry’s field manual and flipped to the section on shadow patterns, reading frantically as Chuey took a hard left, throwing me into the door. The manual said patterns had depth, like a z-axis, that required concentration to perceive.

“How the hell do I translate these patterns to a z-axis?” I muttered. Chuey hit my leg. “You said these patterns were like gleaming notes, right? Well, we hear notes in stereo, man, even 3D audio. Notes have dimension. Figure it out.”

I shoved the manual back in my pack and bowed a revelatory stroke. Bright amber light filled the car. I peered hard at the shadow of my legs on the floor, homing in on the two-up-two-down pattern I shared with the wraith. It took a minute, but I began to see some depth in each gleam note.

Then I hummed the short melody those notes made, fixing it in my head. When I thought I had it, I pulled the darkshine stroke again, filling my eyes with the violet light. No storm of flickers this time. No flickers at all. Probably out of range. But I hoped maybe I had the process down well enough.

I turned to Chuey. “Highgate Cemetery.”

“You gettin’ enough oxygen, bro?” Chuey cut right on Kentish Town Road. “You want to go looking for a wraith in a cemetery?”

“So far, it’s mostly hunted me topside. I was in the Strata a long time, then surfaced at Highgate and came straight back to the Horse. My scent is freshest between the two.”

Chuey shifted into fourth. “Your funeral.”

I bowed the darkshine stroke several more times but came up empty.

A few minutes later, we skidded to a stop at Highgate Cemetery.

We jumped out under a half-moon, and I played the stroke again. This time I saw a single flicker, distant and dim.

I pointed northwest. “I can see something.”

“Honestly, bro,” Chuey said, “I don’t know if you’re lucky or cursed.” “Why must those be opposites?” Cassius asked.

Church and Lady slung their satchels over their shoulders and pulled out their weapons. I nodded to them, and we all took off on foot toward the catacombs.

As we ran, I dug in my pack for the Orcus thread. It flared amber and crimson, and thrummed in my hand like a plucked guitar string. Strange at first, but familiar, too. I looped twelve hand-lengths around my left palm and tied it off with a slipknot to make it easy to access when the time came. I had no idea how to do this, but the ward was shrinking, and I wasn’t sure we’d get another chance at the wraith before the barrier collapsed into the Iron Horse.

We passed a sign that read circle of lebanon—a sunken ring of mausoleums around a giant cedar tree.

“Remember,” I said, “we’re trying to catch this thing, not kill it.”

“Once we subdue it,” Cassius said, “be quick with your binding.”

We raced through a dark tunnel and came out near the circle of mausoleums and Strata stairs. The air got suddenly colder. At the center of the ring near the great cedar tree, sniffing the wet ground where Cassius and I had emerged from the Strata, lurked the wraith.

It had become misshapen, bone and muscle bulging against its fur. In several places its hide had torn open, its wounds steaming in the unnatural chill.

The wraith slowly raised its head, locked eyes with me, and growled. With trembling hands, I lifted my lantern and pulled my bow across one rod. Thanaturgic light flittered from my quivering lamp, but showed enough of the wraith’s shadow to catch the two-up-two-down gleam notes that we shared in common.

The soul inside it had once been human. I suddenly couldn’t shake that truth. Lowering my light, I took a step back. The wraith’s lips curled back over glistening teeth.

“Jack,” Cassius shouted. “Steel your mind against it.”

I called to mind a memory of Henry—drying glasses. It was enough to clear my head.

“I’m assuming,” Chuey said, “it’s a lot scarier than the dog it looks like to me?”

I needed to get him a reflection band. “Just be careful, huh? Let’s net this thing.”

We crossed a footbridge over the recessed circle of mausoleums, and stepped out into a ring of raised earth. Cassius got in front of me. Church and Lady fanned left. Chuey fanned right, unfurling the net as he shuffled across the wet grass.

The wraith let out a roar that shook the branches of the great tree. Cassius countered, crying out “Bratros,” then started a frightening chant.

I pointed my bow at the hound. “Go.”

Cassius stepped forward, drawing the wraith’s gaze away from Chuey. Lady rushed around and slammed her baton hard on the creature’s rear leg. Good thought—cripple it.

The beast howled and scampered around the tree.

Cassius circled, taunting the wraith with the tip of his sword, trying to keep it turned away from Chuey. The wraith lashed out with a taloned paw, knocking Church to the ground, and lunged to bite his neck.

Cassius drove his heel into the creature’s side and sent it sprawling against the giant cedar. It rolled to its feet, brayed viciously, and bared its teeth.

Then it fixed its eyes on me and stalked forward, growling like a slow-cycling Harley, the sound vibrating in the dirt beneath our feet. I took a few steps back, drawing the wraith forward, and cued Chuey.

Chuey rushed in, net ready, but got too close. He just couldn’t see the danger. The wraith swung around fast and bowled him down. Before Chuey could react, the hound was clawing through his leather jacket and tore a gash in his chest.

I slammed my bow hard across two rods of my lantern. An intense light flared out with a brassy chord, shining across the wet grass and up into the cedar’s sprawling branches. The hound shut its eyes and turned its head away.

Cassius ran in and booted the creature off Chuey. Church came in behind him, cane-knife flashing in the light of my lantern, and slashed the wraith’s left shank—another attempt to cripple it.

The creature reared and screamed.

Chuey scrambled to his feet, grabbed the net, and let it fly. It whistled through the air and wrapped around the wraith’s torso. The beast roared and chomped its massive jaws down on the iron cords.

I struck my lantern again with a revelatory stroke, focusing on the wraith’s neck where I’d seen its binding threads before. They flashed beneath its bloody, matted fur.

“Get on top of it!” I screamed. “Hold it down!”

Church and Lady threw their weight on the beast’s rear quarter. Cassius jumped on its back, trying to pin it to the earth. Chuey gathered the end of the net near the wraith’s head and wrapped it around the beast’s muzzle.

I quickly swapped my bow for my khopesh, rushed in, dug through the bloody matted fur for the braids around its neck, and cut them. Violet light flashed. I ripped out the braiding and threw it aside. Then I sheathed my knife, pulled the slipknot on the Orcus, and began to unwind it, the thread now vibrating hard like a plucked E string.

I suddenly got it. It was living thread. Part of a woman’s soul. On instinct, I hummed a line from my song—a few notes about fighting the isolation after my brother died—and the thread quieted a little.

But at the sight of the Orcus, the wraith howled and reared up on its hind legs. My friends went flying, Cassius slammed down against a stone, and the net spilled to the ground.

I was thrown back, too, pinwheeling my arms to keep my feet planted and losing hold of my lantern and thread. In the strobing light of my tumbling lamp, the Orcus trailed away on the air like a gossamer ribbon, catching yards away on a low branch of the cedar tree.

Cassius was face down, moaning. The wraith pounced, snapping its teeth at the back of his head. I didn’t have time to reach the thread and get to Cassius, too. And all my friends lay on the grass yards away.

I rushed the beast and dove, shoving it back toward the catacombs. It scrambled around and faced me as the semblance inside it started pulling away from its flesh.

The hound screamed again—less a roar than the sound of human agony—but went silent when it saw my shadow, thrown by my lantern lying a few feet away. It charged. And before I could snatch my knife, it sank its massive fangs into the largest occlusion in my gleaming pattern.

I collapsed to the ground. Intense heat shot through me as I began to shudder, my scar glowing bright amber. The wraith had somehow pinned me in place with its teeth in my shadow. My spirit began to bleed memory . . .

. . . my brother Dan’s funeral . . .

. . . Dad’s silence around me . . .

. . . my priest trying to explain God’s timing . . .

In my blurred vision, I saw Cassius and Church beating and stabbing the wraith, trying to drive it away from me. But it wouldn’t let go. My chest burned, and the pain was spreading into the rest of my body.

The old pressure surged like it never had. My head was pounding so hard I thought my skull might crack.

I’d all but given up when the wraith began to quake. A bluish haze rose around it—its semblance was cankered, riddled with scars, and now torn completely free of its flesh.

The creature grew still and stared into my eyes, like it didn’t know who or where it was. Then it simply fell over on its side.

A sudden wind blew out from the mausoleums and up over the Circle of Lebanon, swirling into a funnel and narrowing in on the wraith’s body. From inside the gale, a voice cried out.

Then the whirlwind exploded. Wind and light ripped through the leaves of the cedar and knocked everyone to the ground. Rocks and twigs lashed my face and arms as I watched the light disappear into the sky.

When the storm of light and sound had passed, the wraith’s torn and blistered flesh lay splattered on the grass and headstones all around us.

I tried to move but couldn’t. Lady crawled over the wet grass and knelt next me. I tried to tell her what I was feeling, but I couldn’t speak. I thought maybe this was it.

All I wanted was to be able to tell them how much they all meant to me. How I loved the way Church made people feel important. How Lady made everyone feel loved. How Cassius made people feel safe. And Chuey . . . I wish I knew enough words for Chuey. He’d have a killer comeback that’d make everyone laugh. He’d saved me with dumb jokes my whole life.

“His soul’s been torn,” Lady said.

“Let’s get him back to the Horse,” said Church.

Lady dug into her satchel. “He doesn’t have that much time.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR



The wounds received from a wraith are felt keenest in one’s deepest places, where one’s own wounds live.

That’s always the way with madness.

—John Locke, Concerning Spiritual Understanding (posthumously authored)

I lay on the wet grass of Highgate Cemetery, staring up into the starry sky. My friends huddled around me as I began to thrash from the burning in my flesh and the tear inside my shadow. Cassius and Chuey grabbed my arms and legs to hold me down. Lady pulled a long, hooked needle from her satchel.

“I can’t suture this with material thread,” she said. “I need Essiene thread.” “Which is what?” asked Cassius.

“It’s drawn from a spirit at the time of need,” she explained, “because it can’t be stored. One of you must volunteer. And whoever does will be diminished.”

Their voices echoed toward me as if down a long well. I could see them above me, but the pain was carrying my mind away toward the open wound in my shadow, toward whatever lay beneath it.

“Use me,” Cassius said.

Lady had Church fetch my lantern and hold it over me. Then she pulled Cassius around so that our shadows partially overlapped.

In my mind, other shadows were being drawn back from an aching memory—the beginning of an occlusion.

“Church,” Lady said, her voice trembling, “you and Chuey hold Jack down. This is going to hurt like hell. Cassius, you’re going to feel it, too.” Lady gently hooked her needle into Cassius’s shadow. The tip disappeared inside the shade of him. The centurion grimaced but did not move, as Lady worked the needle through and drew out a shimmering gossamer thread the color of quicksilver.

I step through the open wound in my shadow. It’s a sunny day in West Los Angeles. Chuey is next to me. We’re thirteen. We’re riding bikes down South Western Avenue . . .

Lady pulled the thread from Cassius and hooked her needle into the bottom of the tear in my shadow. The needle burned like a branding iron . . .

We stow our bikes outside Sam Ash Music on Sunset Boulevard. I am going to buy my first guitar. I’ve been saving for months. I can’t wait . . .

“His pulse is weak,” said Church, clutching my wrist. “Hold on, my boy.” “It’s deeper than I thought,” Lady said, pulling more Essiene thread from Cassius’s shadow. He grimaced and grit his teeth.

Chuey opens the door. But before we go in, I see Mama’s old Dodge in front of Ardells Pastries next door. Mama used to bring me here every Saturday for a malt . . .

Lady pulled the thread again through my shadow. The pain sizzled down my spine, and my body started to convulse.

I turn toward Ardells’ window and put my hand against the glass to see through the glare. Mama is sitting at a table with a man and a little girl. She has a wedding ring. She looks so happy . . .

“We’re losing him,” Lady said. She sounded miles away. She jabbed me faster, whipping the needle through my shadow. Cassius slumped against her. I felt the Meadow winds calling me.

Mama looks up from her malt and sees me. Her smile fades. The little girl turns to see what she’s looking at. She has the same wine-splash birthmark on her neck that Mama and I have . . .

“It’s refusing to close,” Lady said. “His soul won’t take the last suture . . . I think he’s letting go.”

“Jack!” yelled Church. “Damn it, boy, hang on.” “Ese!” shouted Chuey.

Maybe that’s what Mama wanted all along. A daughter. Mama doesn’t smile or wave or anything. She just sits, watching me, like she’s waiting for me to go away . . .

“Jack.” It was Cassius, whispering in my ear. “Can you hear me, Jack?” Mama waves over the waitress and gestures toward me. My heart starts pounding. I smile and wave at Mama. The waitress walks over to the window and drops the blinds . . .

A world away I heard Cassius. “For our third option, Jack. Fight for our third option.”

Chuey grabs my shirt and yanks me away from the window. He muscles me to the door of Sam Ash and shoves me inside. The music of beating drums and electric guitars washes over me . . .

“Ah . . . got it!” said Lady. “It’s sealed.”

I drew a harsh breath and coughed. I couldn’t speak, and a haunting, painful silence settled around us. The stitches in my shadow shimmered silver-grey around the long, ragged, lake-shaped scar I’d come to recognize.

A few yards away lay the dead wraith. Without it, we couldn’t renew the ward. The Iron Horse barrier would collapse, and Brach would use the Abyssal Steps to find the song he needed for his revolution. We were running out of ways to try and stop him.

“You should have let it have me,” Cassius said, his voice softly breaking the silence. “Used the time to bind it. You keep choosing the wrong thing, Jack.”

I swallowed and struggled to speak. “I’ve made my share of mistakes, Cassius, but helping you isn’t one of them.”

The centurion took hold of my arm with his firm grip. “I am happier to know you today than I was yesterday, Jack Solomon.” Always made me feel good to shake his hand like that.

Thinking of Jimmy and Angela, I said, “At least it won’t kill any more musicians, huh?”

I rested a few moments, then called Lakshmi to brief her. She didn’t answer, so I left a voicemail telling her everything that had gone down and where to find the wraith’s body. I also texted Emaline: Henry’s place. 9:00 am. When I could stand, I first gathered the Orcus thread from the cedar tree—it didn’t thrum as violently as it had before and felt a bit more comfortable in my hands. Then my friends and I hobbled through Highgate Cemetery back to Old Lada. No one spoke all the way home to the Horse. As we neared the venue, I spotted five Shiguan thanatists and at least a dozen vestiges prowling the ward’s perimeter. It had receded several more yards. They eyed us as we ducked inside.

In the greenroom, I collapsed onto the couch. Lady made me drink something that tasted of allspice, and I crashed to the sound of Queen playing “Tie Your Mother Down” on the house PA—Lady’s comfort music. When I woke, Lady was still there.

“How long was I out? What time is it?”

She checked her watch. “About seven hours, Jack. It’s just past eight.” “I’ve got to go,” I said, and tried to stand. I got halfway up and sat back down.

“Easy, Jack. How do you feel?”

“Like I just spent ten hours in a mosh pit.” “In here, I mean.” She tapped her chest.

A rush of images spun into my head. “Raw,” I said. “But not weak, if that makes any sense.”

“You and Cassius now share a unique bond. If the sutures remain, that is.”

I remembered the scar I’d seen in her shadow days ago and found it again now. “You’ve had your own shadow surgery, haven’t you?”

“Some other time, Jack. Right now, much as I love you for trying . . . well, you nearly died last night.”

She was right. The task was bigger than me. Bigger than all of us, maybe. And the hole I seemed to be digging was getting awfully damned big.

I could probably figure out how to get me and my friends out of here. But that didn’t help Henry, or the city, or the Strata. Dad always said if the prize mattered, you doubled down. More mean-street wisdom I’d maybe get a chance to thank him for someday. Of course, his mean-street wisdom had gotten a lot of young men killed.

“Brach’s going to answer for Henry,” I finally said, and stood up slowly this time. “So I can’t be lying around here all day.”

“Well, you can get out of bed,” she said, “but the sutures I’ve given you are temporary. A wound of the heart—which is what I believe you suffer—only truly heals when you make peace with whatever caused the wound in the first place. When you do, the tear will begin to heal on its own. Until then, any undue strain could rip it open again. If that happens”—she paused—“I don’t think you’ll survive it. You’re just not versed enough yet to deal with such a wound.”

I gave her a hug and spared five minutes to take a red-hot shower in the greenroom bathroom (always perked me up), then grabbed some cold chicken tenders from the kitchen fridge—best way to eat them, if you ask me.

Church and Chuey were at the classic-metal table, trading concert stories—that was a favorite pastime at the Horse. I couldn’t take them with me to see Emaline, so I told them I was just ducking back to my flat for a fresh shirt and maybe to search Henry’s place for anything that could help us.

Then I gathered Cassius, who’d been standing guard at the Horse door, and together we headed over to my appointment with Emaline, hoping she would have better news than I did.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE



I shouldn’t be surprised. Modern London and its thanaturgic class are doing what they’ve always done, extending serfdom through enterprise and greed. How might they like it if we opened their gaols and burned their law books?

—Chancellor Wat Tyler, Medieval Stratum,

on the occasion of his Strata Chancery induction

Cassius and I took the back alleys to slip the Shiguan prowlers on our way to Henry’s place. I asked Cassius to guard the door, and went inside. The air had gone stale, but everything else was still Henry: pictures with musicians, a console radio and record player given him by his mother, and a large bookcase filled with the most impressive vinyl collection I’d ever seen.

Henry and I had sat at his Formica table every Sunday morning, listening to those old records, Henry doing his deejay routine between songs. He loved playing the deep album cuts, the ones nobody seemed to know. Made us both feel like we were sharing a beautiful secret.

I missed him. I wished I could talk to him just one more time.

I’d come a half hour early to search his flat for anything that could help me renew the ward. I was also looking for an appropriate urn for his ashes. I’d just started digging around when two guys stepped into the living room from the kitchen. One wore a tunic and schenti, with a khat on his head and an ankh tattoo at his right temple; the other had on ratty jeans and a Femmes T-shirt beneath a black leather vest, wore a nose ring, and had the acronym S.L.A.M. burned across the back of his hand. Each had a compact lantern, bow, and khopesh hanging from their belt.

I drew my own khopesh. “Cass⁠—”

“Please don’t, Mr. Solomon,” said Ankh. “Let’s keep this civil, shall we? We’re here for your own good.”

S.L.A.M. smirked.

Then it hit me. These were reps from two of the schisms. S.L.A.M. was obvious, and the other guy had to belong to the Brotherhood of Heka. “If you knew I’d be here, you’re monitoring me in a way that doesn’t feel too good.”

“We know more than you think.” S.L.A.M. smirked again.

“Mr. Solomon,” said Ankh, “let us be brief. We originally delegated your trial to the chancery on the recommendation of our Shiguan constituents. But, to be frank, we weren’t much aware of Brach’s bolder machinations in the Strata until these last few days, else we might have chosen a different course.”

I chuckled. “And now it’s too late. Or, if you took the trial back at this point, you’d look⁠—”

“You gotta win, bruv,” S.L.A.M. said. “Otherwise things get real complicated, and neither you nor your friends at the Horse are in any position to handle that.”

The Horse? S.L.A.M. was a Soho rat.

I pointed at each of them. “Maybe the Brotherhood and S.L.A.M. want to help me mount a defense? That why you’re tracking me?”

Ankh cleared his throat. “We’ve been doing what we can without hindering the process, but things don’t seem to be going well, so we’re here with an offer.”

“Separate offers,” S.L.A.M. clarified. “Indeed,” Ankh said. “As a vulgar⁠—”

“We call ’em ‘rogue’ now, yeah,” S.L.A.M. clarified again.

Ankh sighed. “Fine. As a rogue thanatist, meaning unaligned with any schism, your chances at trial are remote. But with the backing of a schism, your odds improve dramatically.”

I should have seen this coming. “I get it now. This is a recruiting visit.” “Ordinarily,” said Ankh, “we wouldn’t approach you simultaneously, but our respective groups agree that for a higher purpose, it is better you find any ally in this particular storm. And time is of the essence.” “Higher purpose?” I asked.

S.L.A.M. traced the brand on the back of his hand. “If revolution comes topside, bruv, it draws us all in. Everyone has to pick a side. And because schisms don’t see eye to eye, things would get real bloody real fast.”

“Suffice it to say, Mr. Solomon,” said Ankh, “that it’s just best if we squash everything at trial—your guilt, Brach’s revolution, all of it.”

I’d learned in Henry’s books that the Brotherhood were the presiding faction—directing Convocation, managing resources, and overseeing relationships with other cities. S.L.A.M. had taken over for the Cythons as the Convocation’s arcanum experts. Either would be a lot of help at trial. “What about the others?” I asked. “The Children of the Ashes. The

Dusk Parade. They not interested in stopping Brach?” “The Children keep to themselves,” said Ankh.

“And the Duskers,” S.L.A.M. added, “well, bruv, they’re a dodgy lot. They may come at you, but throwin’ in with ’em might be worse than going it alone.”

That I could believe, given what I’d seen of them at Rat’s Castle. But what was in this for the Brotherhood or S.L.A.M.?

“Any schism I join would place the Iron Horse under that schism’s control, wouldn’t it.”

The two shared a look and nodded.

“That’s what I thought.” Man, even now they were playing an angle. “Look, I figure Henry went it alone for a reason, and to tell you the truth, I’m not really sure who to trust. So, thanks for the offers, but I’ll take my chances at trial with my friends.”

“Ill-advised,” said Ankh.

“Stupid,” S.L.A.M. added, though his grin belied some approval.

I shrugged.“What can I tell you, I’m from the land of rugged individualism.” Ankh shook his head. “Be aware, Mr. Solomon, that things tend to escalate as trial approaches. Please be watchful. And should you have a change of heart, we won’t be hard to find.”

They each handed me a card. Then, as quickly as they’d appeared, they were gone, disappearing back into the kitchen and out, I figured, through the back door.

I took a moment to try and square this little visit with everything else I’d learned over the last few days, couldn’t really do so, then got back to digging around Henry’s apartment, when a knock came at the door. I walked over and opened it.

“Good morning, Jack.” Emaline was in cowboy boots, jeans, a military-style jacket, and dark sunglasses. Over her shoulder she carried a small satchel.

I resisted the impulse to give her a hug. “Come on in.”

She first extended a hand, but when I reached out, she shifted her fingers and gently took hold of my wrist. The same aching touch that I’d felt the night we met shivered up my arm.

“Good,” she said. “And you’re alone?” “Except for Cassius⁠—”

She turned to Margaretha, whom I hadn’t noticed standing in the alley, and nodded. Margaretha stepped up near the door, and the two discreetly clasped hands. I wouldn’t have noticed anything if I hadn’t looked at their shadows—Emaline’s pattern became Margaretha’s; Margaretha’s became Emaline’s. And Emaline’s shadow still had that strange doubling effect I couldn’t figure out.

Then Emaline sauntered past me into Henry’s flat. I shut the door, took her jacket, and hooked it on the wall rack next to Henry’s coat and old drumstick bag. We sat down in a couple of chairs around a coffee table near the fireplace.

“You were using Margaretha as a decoy.” I’d read about it in one of Henry’s books on vestiges. “A kind of vessel for your soul?”

“A gudgeon, yes. A necessary precaution, especially when traveling topside.” She settled herself. “How was your visit with Madam?”

“She didn’t know anything about the assassination or the wraith.” “And you believe her?” She set down her satchel and held up her cigarillo filter to ask whether she could smoke.

I nodded. “I’ll admit she’s a handful, but I got a chance to look into her shadow. I think she’s a bit of a prisoner herself.”

“Madam let you peer?” She lit her cigarillo and took a long drag. “Peering is either an act of intimacy or an act of invasion—which was yours?” She showed me a suggestive grin.

The intimacy thing piqued my interest, but I explained my time with Madam in the theater and the fight with the wraith, leaving out my wound. I didn’t want to get into that.

“And you dismissed a wraith?” Emaline took another drag. “That’s rather remarkable, Jack.”

“I had a lot of help,” I told her. “The point is we’re back to square one.” “Because you overvalue your vestiges,” she said.

I leaned forward. “Meaning what?”

“Saving Cassius, of course.” She waved her cigarillo. “Vestiges are, by and large, treated well and given a nearer approximation of life than any semblance in the Strata will ever know. Most of them choose to be vestiges for these very reasons and understand the potential sacrifices they may have to make.”

“What about you, then?” I asked. “You’re not even a vestige, yet you came to me talking about escaping a life of slavery.”

“What are you trying to say, Jack?”

“I guess I’m wondering if this is really about holding Brach accountable.” I watched her take a long drag from her cigarillo. “Or if it’s about revenge for whatever he’s done to you.”

Emaline stood and drew a small cylindrical lantern from her satchel.

She spoke it alight. “Now you,” she said.

I stood, got out my lantern and bow, then spoke my ghost stone to burn, as well.

“Brighten your shine and cast my shadow deeply,” she said.

I pulled my bow across one of my lantern’s brass frame rods in a revelatory stroke; amber light shone, creating a crisp cutout of Emaline across the hardwood floor. She manipulated the light of her own small lantern with a few whispered commands, washing out all her shadow save a storm-grey occlusion at her navel.

“This, Jack,” she said softly, “in case it wasn’t clear, is peering of the intimate sort. Now, hold in your mind everything you know about me and add to it this one fact: that my soul was ready to move on and be received into the warmth of my family.” She paused. “You may now peer into my primal moment.”

Last time I’d done this—with Madam—it hadn’t felt good to discover the person’s secrets. Gave me more empathy for them, but also screwed up my objectivity. This time, though, I wanted to get closer.

So, I peered.

First, I saw the occlusion—a raw wound torn in the shape of a stick doll wrapped in a tobacco leaf and surrounded by an oblong chain. Inside it were blurred memories just beneath the surface. So, I added the context she’d given me—the kind of context I’d been missing when I peered into Madam’s shadow. When I did, the images cleared a bit . . .

. . . a glimpse of Brach . . .

. . . Emaline rising up from a stone effigy on the Meadows . . .

. . . whispers telling her she’s been rescued . . .

. . . an unnatural binding to a body, no need of threads . . .

. . . Brach holding her little hand, pulling her through Blackgang Chine . . .

I wanted to see it all.

So, I concentrated for a moment on Emaline’s shimmer pattern. Her gleam notes quavered like the trills in Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue.” I loved that tune, and began to hum the melody I could see in her pattern.

The occlusion lit like an ember touched by the wind, and the images began to get even clearer. But before I could look deeper, she let out more light from her lantern, washing away the part of herself she’d allowed me to see.

“You’ve learned a new trick,” she said.

“It’s just instinct. Helps me see.” I dropped into my chair, set my lantern down, and darkened my stone. “And what I saw . . . you’re Brach’s daughter?”

She sat, too. “He couldn’t bear it when I died, so he broke Precedent Law and snatched my soul from the Meadows before I reached the mountain of fire.”

That went beyond thanaturgic elanothalia—at least from what I’d read so far. “But you’re a thanatist, aren’t you?”

“I am what he made me.” She took a drag, her lips gently pressing around her cigarillo. “I was hit by a bullet intended for my father. When I died, I didn’t transition to a semblance that he could simply bind to a new host—I was a soul ready to move on. So, he swept me from the Meadows and imbued me with thanaturgic abilities while keeping me bound to him in this life.”

“How’s that possible?”

“That is beside the point,” she said. “The point is that my motivation, and more importantly my primal moment, were clearer to you when I allowed you to peer.”

I nodded. “Because of the additional context.”

“It’s called Illumination, Jack.” She took another smoke and blew it out in a slow stream. “To see the truth inside a wound of the soul—especially a primal moment—requires more than light; it requires some knowledge of the soul you’re peering into.”

“But you didn’t show me this just to clear up your motivations, did you?” “I love how perceptive you are.” She grinned with one corner of her mouth. “Even though I hate him for what he did, he’s still my father. So no, Jack, this is only about accountability.”

She was smart, easy on the eyes, and had a moral compass. The last bit made her sexier than all the rest. “Glad to hear it,” I said.

“But this gift of yours, the one that helps you see.” I thought I could see real concern in her eyes. “Coupled with Illumination it will make your ability to peer a threat to people who would kill to guard their secrets. And not just Brach. Be careful how you use it.” She then pulled a small leather-bound book from her satchel and set it on the coffee table between us. “Now, on to business. I was able to borrow this from Brach’s private library.”

“What am I looking at?”

“It’s a Cython ledger. I told you Brach seized Cython apocrypha—forbidden works, many of them to do with wraiths—when they were anathematized by the Convocation. This one explains that to ward-bond a wraith, it has to be willing.”

Saving the ward seemed to keep getting more unlikely. “Does it tell us how to do that?”

“A wraith begins when its primal moment tears open and becomes a Rupture, an old pain or regret that turns it into something malevolent and insatiable.” She asked me for an ashtray, and I fetched her the jelly lid Henry used for his pipe. “To shape a wraith’s will, you’ll have to find its Rupture and shine it back at them in a new light. Help them see it differently. According to the ledger, this subverts a wraith’s obsession, destabilizes it, makes it pliable.”

I picked up the book and turned it over in my hands. “This tell us where to find one?”

“Truly mature wraiths are self-directed,” she said. “They can travel the Strata, not unlike a thanatist. So, they’re not easily found, let alone ward-bonded.”

“Okay, then, how do I find one?”

“Brach keeps his deepest arcana, which I believe may help, separate from his other libraries. So far, I’ve had no luck discovering where, but I’m working on it.”

She’d had a pull on me from the beginning. Couldn’t deny that. But now she was taking risks for me, too. I felt that more acutely than before—shared secrets can do that to a guy. More than that, though, unlike me, she hadn’t escaped her father and his thugs. Made me want to stick it to Brach that much more. Also, made me more willing to take some risks of my own.

“Set a meeting with Brach,” I told her. “I can’t just⁠—”

“Look, I couldn’t get Brach’s bindings off the killer, and the killer’s body was burned, so I’ve got no shadow markings to show the chancery. To top it off, Madam had nothing that helps us prove Brach ordered the hits.”

“So, then what could a meeting with Brach possibly accomplish?” “Brach wants the Abyssal Steps, right?”

“Yes, it’s the only access to the Ancient Stratum and the song he needs.” “So, let’s make him believe that that plan’s at risk.”

“And how do you propose we do that?”

“We tag him as an official suspect in Henry’s killing.”

She laughed, the sound of it musical. “You want a meeting with the presiding head of the Shiguan to level a formal accusation?”

“Well, that’s the beauty of having a raptorial as your friend. And I’m sure Lakshmi would love the chance to interrogate him—she’s good, trust me.”

One corner of her mouth rose in a smile. “Come to think of it, I’ve never seen anyone be so brazen with Brach. But the question remains: what do you hope to accomplish?”

“A guilty man, once accused, starts to cover his tracks.” I handed back the ledger. “So, since we don’t have any evidence on our own, maybe we can push Brach into leading us to some. When you set the meeting, just tell him I want to talk about his offer.”

“I’ll set it up,” Emaline said, standing. “Brach’s headquarters are at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama on the Victorian Stratum.”

“Seems odd, doesn’t it?” I said, thinking about Henry and Brach. “That they were friends?”

“Brach only ever mentioned Mr. Wilkinson with fondness.”

I nodded, stood, and put a hand on her arm. “Thanks for trusting me to peer into your⁠—”

She stepped close, placing a hand on my chest. “Perhaps we’ll have time later for you to return the favor.”

I certainly hoped so. “I’ve got a lot of reasons for doing all this.” I brushed a lock of her hair back behind her ear. “And you’re now one of them.”

She leaned in and gently kissed my cheek. “Thank you, Jack.”

Her lips felt so good on my skin. “I’ve got some things to get in order before our meeting with Brach. I’ll see you there.”

I followed her to the door, handed her her jacket, then grabbed the old drumstick bag Henry kept hanging from the coatrack. The bag was exactly the kind of urn he would have wanted, and I’d promised Church I’d get that done. We could swing by Golders Green Crematorium and drop it off on our way back from Wembley.

I pulled the door shut, gathered Cassius, and together we got moving up Flitcroft Street toward soundcheck with the Hounds.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX



Nothing so scars the soul as an unrealized dream.

—From “Seeing Beyond the Shadow,”

a wraith-rehabilitation tract disseminated by the Cythons

Cassius and I approached the Wembley stage-access table, where I gave a woman my name. A few moments later, a guy with a clipboard came to collect us but asked Cassius to remain backstage, out of sight. I texted Chuey that I was about to sing at Wembley, to which he wrote back, “Your voice sucks.” It was our routine—every time I was about to take the stage. Always loosened me up a little. Then, I followed the clipboard guy to the side of the main stage under a bright morning sun.

As I waited for my cue, a bald man with a scruff of beard stepped up beside me. “You know, it’s not too late, Mr. Solomon.”

It was Leinad Ke, the founder of Banner, by far London’s largest music streaming service, the ones trying to grab songwriter copyrights and take possession of the Horse. Everyone knew Leinad, if only by reputation, and Banner was sponsoring the festival. I’d met him at a music-industry mixer, and I’d seen his body in Bazalgette’s watery graveyard. I glanced into Ke’s shadow—Shiguan threads.

“Imagine the possibilities for a man of your talents,” he said.

Before I could tell him to piss off, a sound engineer approached us.

Grateful for the interruption, I followed him center stage. Chris, Wood, and Lynn all stood near the drum riser, holding their guitars. Chase sat behind his kit. None of them would meet my eye. I’d have to talk to them after the soundcheck. Right now, I just needed to show them that I could forgive them.

Turning toward the stadium, I found three suits from Sixth Angel seated in the tenth row, eyeing me like reality-show judges. But the rest of Wembley was empty. The sheer grandeur of the stadium overwhelmed me. I’d been hustling my whole life to stand right here, and suddenly felt far too small for it. But I was thrilled, too, like the moment in Chuey’s basement when I’d first heard the music I would make my life.

Looking out at the stadium also gave me a deeper sense of what it must mean to the Hounds to have this show go well. I could see it now from their side—a little bit, anyway—even their firing of me. So, while this door may have closed on me, I was going to do everything I could to be sure they got their shot.

“Okay, mate,” said the sound man, “do it like you’re live in front of ninety thousand screaming fans, eh? Which track will you have, then?” I glanced down at the Sixth Angel team and said, “They Always Go

Away.”

“Nice choice.” He handed me a pair of top-notch Shure in-ear monitors. “Just the reference monitors will be okay,” I told him.

“Old-school,” he said. “Love it. Just to warn you, though, mate, it’s going to get righteously loud in here.”

I took the ear monitors, but only popped in the left side as the sound tech disappeared back to his mix board.

A windswept silence filled the stadium. Sixth Angel looked on in silent judgment. I glanced at Chris and Wood as they got ready. Suddenly, my head felt like flood-swollen levies, ready to break. I squeezed the elastic bands on my wrists.

Maybe this whole thing was a stupid idea. Maybe I could just talk to the guys backstage and tell them no hard feelings and all that. But I knew it wasn’t enough to just say the words. My actions had put the

Hounds in this spot. So, with these abandoners, I needed to show them I was sorry, then let the rest go. Instinctively, I understood it was the only real path to making my spirit right.

Still, I didn’t want to have to sing about loving the woman who had broken my heart. I wasn’t ready for that.

I glanced at the sutures in my shadow. The wound throbbed around the memory of seeing Mama through the Ardells’ window as if there was more waiting to bust through.

The PA thumped as the mic went live.

To hell with it. My soul was either going to be right or not. And I’d bleed it all out here and now to know.

The G minor acoustic intro burst from the speakers, and man it was loud. I’d written that the night I got my first guitar. Four measures in, the acoustic tones gave way to the first strike of electric power chords, and I lost myself in the music.

Starting low and soft, I began to scream in a slow crescendo of anger and loss. I hadn’t sung a live show in days, but my voice never misfired, never slacked on power, and got so high and raw it was hard to hear the band behind me.

In my ear monitor the sound guy muttered, “Holy hell.”

I dropped into the first verse, played in seven-eight time to reflect the confusion of a boy trying to understand why the people he loves are dying or leaving him. Or pushing him away. I roughed my voice to land difficult notes on harsh phrases about love and lying and responsibility. About loving a child without expectations. About Dad.

It broke to silence for a long, anger-filled pause . . .

Then it crashed down to the chorus, which I’d written to try to find my way out of the disappointment and pain. It built, line by line, each chord change resolving into the next and the next. It grew like a tidal wave, my clean tones darkening with brutal screams that moved the sound of abandonment beyond the madness it had caused me.

At the apex, I let it all go, bearing down on that mic as if I could bring Wembley down with my voice.

The sound guy dialed in the delay, and my last note echoed out over the empty stadium as if the place were a dying civilization.

Then the music dropped, the second verse cycling in.

I pulled the mic from the stand and stepped to the edge of the stage, my skin rippling with the same raw emotion now aching inside me. The tear in my soul throbbed with the memory of Dan in his casket.

A couple of the suits were shaking their heads as if they didn’t believe what they were hearing. Roadies had stepped into the side stages to listen. Stadium workers now stood at entryways and in the aisles.

I barely noticed. Time may have been passing for the people who’d stopped to listen to me sing my darkest heart. But I wasn’t there. I’d gone back to those moments that gave me those notes and words. And I was damn sure going to give them everything I had if this was the last great stage I’d ever sing them on.

The second time through, across the silent break, I screamed out a lone, savage cry against the great empty theater. The echoes lifted up into the sky, filling all the space I could see.

A moment later, the chorus cycled back again. I bore down on the mic and sent it out hard.

Then the music dropped to the third verse. The one I’d never gotten quite right. The one about Mama.

I’d gotten close the day Jimmy died. I’d gotten closer in the afternoon sun of the Iron Horse, when I’d looked into my own shadow and nearly seen a part of me that I hadn’t been ready or willing to see before. But I’d gotten closest the night I smashed the greenroom guitar, realizing there might be something more inside me for Mama than hate.

Still, something had always been missing. But I’d learned what it was the night I lay in the Highgate Cemetery staring through a hole in my heart. Only then had I finally recalled the last, worst part of it.

I fixed Mama in my mind—the loving face that had made me that promise, then left anyway to start a new family. And I sang the heartbreak of a child who learns too young that the hero he’d always believed in . . . would disappoint him.

I sang about the aching hallways of my childhood. The alone days. The endless unanswered prayers asking “why,” and begging for her to come back for me.

All the words were there, as if they’d existed from the start, waiting for me to find them. And I screamed the living hell out of every painful word. It felt almost like I was fighting to get them out of my mouth, purging the images and anger with the force of rough-throated melody. Good God, did it feel good. I was finding the third verse. I was standing on the other side of what I’d been trying to write all these years—Mama’s side.

And that’s when I pushed it all the way through. I was angry at Mama for leaving, but a small part of me was happy for her, too. She’d escaped a bad life. Even though I missed her, and wished I’d been enough to keep her home, a part of me was glad she’d gotten free . . . because I loved her.

Memory isn’t always about regret.

I put all the raw honesty of those conflicting emotions into a single line that I screamed out over the last notes of that beautiful, terrible third verse. All of Wembley seemed to shiver at the sound of it. The sutures in my soul pulled nearly to breaking as the wound threatened to tear open with the rush of memory.

The scream echoed out over the silent break with all the hate and love inside me.

Then the chorus dropped back in, violent and beautiful. I set my feet. My body would be in this one. The release more certain, more deserved than it had ever been.

I climbed steady and sure, letting my voice take me higher and rougher. It came more savage-filled and in need of mercy than any sound I had ever let go. That chorus spoke about standing firm, about finding people . . . who stay.

At the end, I threw my head back at the torture of the song and let out the final note. I held it, not ready to let it go, driving it louder and higher, more resonant and rough, then finally ending in a long vibrato that tore up from my throat.

Then I stopped.

The song echoed to silence. And stillness.

No one spoke or clapped or whistled. They just stood perfectly still, watching, as though talk or movement might put an end to a beautiful thing. A peace came over me as I stood there alone in front of the mic.

I’d finally finished my song.

I’d finally started to forgive Mama. And I think it was because I could now sing the fuller picture of who she was—not just the woman who left but the mother I still loved. I’d come to Wembley to try to forgive the Hounds. I hadn’t expected I might start down that path with Mama. And the sutured tear in my shadow had begun to itch pleasantly—not healed but healing. It was a start.

I hoped what I’d tried to do about Mama with my song and singing here for the band might be enough that the Ward would take me.

The sound of one person clapping behind me pulled me from my reverie. It was Lynn, standing next to the drum riser with the rest of the Hounds. They started clapping with him, and a moment later they were all walking my way.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN



Orcus thread can never sundered be. Oh, it may be cut for bonds and such, but the ends do forever talk

and touch, though miles may separate thou and me.

—Cython Catechism, Eighth Year

I met Lynn, Chase, Chris, and Wood halfway to the drum riser. We stood a few moments together on the biggest stage in London, just looking at one another. I did steal a few glances into their shadows and, other than a fair number of occlusions, caught the shape of a coda in Lynn’s.

“Hey, listen,” Lynn finally said, “we heard about Henry. Guy gave us our start. Hell, the number of people he helped could practically fill this place. Everybody loved him.”

“No truer words,” I said.

“They didn’t tell us they’d called you to fill in,” he told me. “But, man, that’s the best I’ve ever heard you sing. I mean—” He rubbed his beard for a second. “I’ve never heard that third verse, Jack. Might be the best thing you ever wrote.”

“Took a while,” I said.

The whole band laughed kind of low.

“I guess I’m not really surprised they called you,” Lynn said. “Their replacement singer was a junkie, and we all started to panic about finding someone who could learn the material.”

“And do it justice,” Chris added.

I laughed and looked back at the management team. They were conferring with one another.

“I won’t lie,” I said, turning back. “I was pissed about getting kicked out. But I also didn’t want to be the reason you guys don’t make it. We’ve been through too much. I couldn’t let it go down that way. So, I told them I’d do the show if that’s what it took. But I didn’t know they hadn’t asked you guys first.”

An uncomfortable silence fell between us then. We just didn’t know what else to say.

Then Lynn laughed and said, “Kind of chickenshit for us to fire you by email, I guess.” He looked away a second. “It’s just that you were always putting something else ahead of the band, man. We felt like you⁠—”

He was right about that. “I know.”

“But then you come here when you don’t need to, save our show, save our chance in front of the labels.”

Wood slapped my chest with the back of his hand. “And you finished the tune, man. Not just a little, even.”

Lynn looked me in the eyes. “Come back. Permanently. We’ll tell Sixth Angel that we won’t play without you. What are they gonna do, tell Sabbath we won’t open their festival?”

The other guys laughed, then nodded.

After all the hours spent writing songs, all the nights playing venues, carrying gear, hoping, waiting, encouraging others along . . . my shot was right here. My songs had helped the Hounds get the right kind of attention. And those songs might now get a chance to help others the way I’d always hoped they would. This was what I’d come to London for. What I’d been working on since Mama left.

But . . .

As much as I’d sunk myself into this dream, and as much as I loved these guys, I now had the Iron Horse and Henry to do right by. The future of so many lives, of the city itself, might depend on it. And if I let this dream pull me away from people who needed me . . . isn’t that what Mama had done? “It means a lot that you’d ask,” I said, “but I can’t. I’ll sing the show if you still want me to. And I’ll help you find a permanent singer when it’s done. Hell, I’ll even work with him on the songs.”

Lynn stared a moment, then smiled. “Well, I wish you’d think it over, but doing the festival is more than we deserve.”

We shook on it, and I told them I had to get going. Lynn gave me a shoulder hug. The other guys did the same. I thanked them, waved goodbye, and stepped back to the front of the stage.

For a moment, I just stared out at the vastness of Wembley Stadium. I’d get to play here in a few days, but it still felt like I was saying goodbye before I’d even been here, like Henry had got it wrong and my band days were really done, even if I got past the Shiguan and my trial.

Then Cassius was at my shoulder. “It is the philosopher’s paradox, Jack: Doing what is right stirs the deepest pain, and the deepest pain promises the most lasting joy.” He rested a hand on my shoulder. Something about his big old mitt made me a little steadier. “And I believe I now understand what metal is, Jack.”

“Yeah?” I said. “What’s that?”

“It is much like my war cry. It comes not from the mouth or lungs, but from the soul.”

He’d nailed it. I was giving the stadium a last look when my phone buzzed. “Hello.”

“Mr. Solomon, this is Dr. Giles Cage, Coroner’s Office.” I’d almost forgotten about the guy. “Yeah.”

“Well, it’s the most peculiar thing. Initially, I’d thought the freezing waters of the Thames had preserved Mr. Wilkinson’s body. But even amongst others of your kind who’ve crossed my tables . . . Mr. Wilkinson’s body never did exhibit any lividity or rigor mortis.”

I’d read something about it, hadn’t I? The thanatist’s body, as it awaits its soul’s return, remains uncorrupted. Then I remembered standing at Dr. Cage’s table and touching Henry’s arm—not cold or stiff.

“That’s great!” I screamed into the phone. Henry’s soul was still out there somewhere. And that meant we hadn’t lost him after all. We’d get him back, and he could lead us through this whole business with Brach and the Shiguan war threat.

“Is he still there?” I asked.

Cage hesitated a moment. “That’s why I’m calling, Mr. Solomon. His body was transferred this morning, by order, to Golders Green Crematorium.”

My chest went tight.

I hung up and dialed the crematorium. Eight rings and it went to voicemail. “Whoever gets this, please do not cremate Henry Wilkinson. Don’t do it. This is Jack Solomon, next of kin. I’m on my way.”

I took off at a dead sprint for Old Lada. Cassius raced behind me to keep up.

We rolled to a stop in a little courtyard outside Golders Green Crematorium—a long, redbrick building. Old Lada was still coughing when I jumped out and headed for a door that read reception. A sign in the adjacent window said out to lunch. back at noon sharp. Beyond the window sat a moon-faced woman with mustard on her chin behind a counter, eating a sandwich. I slammed through the door, rattling the glass window, and ran up to her.

“Henry Wilkinson,” I said, “his body was brought here this morning.” “Excuse me, but this is my lunch hour⁠—”

“Please, you have to stop the cremation. We’ve changed our minds about it.”

The woman stared at me, her mouth open, chewed ham sandwich sitting on her tongue. “Oh, dear.”

“What, tell me, please.”

“Well, the technicians have been processing⁠—”

A door at the back corner of the reception room read authorized personnel only. I rushed to it. Locked.

Cassius pulled me back and booted it open. I pushed through as the woman called after us to stop.

We swept down a short hall to a steel door. It was unlocked. I pulled it open, and we rushed into a wide room with a high ceiling. A couple of antiquated computer banks stood on the right next to three huge stainless steel furnaces framed with green panels. Upper drawers looked like they’d house a body. Lower drawers were small, like ash-collecting troughs.

Two men next to the computer banks whirled and stared at us. The larger of the two stepped forward. “You can’t be in here, gentlemen. Back the way you came, or I’ll call the police.”

I went straight up to him. “Henry Wilkinson. We don’t want him cremated.”

The man looked at the other guy, then back at me, his lips pursed. “Oh, mate.” He gestured toward the incinerator on the left side.

I staggered toward it. The second fellow stepped over to gently intercept me.

Staring at the large furnace felt like losing Henry all over again. But if he hadn’t returned, and hadn’t moved on yet, either, then wherever he was, he now had no body to return to.

“The instructions said to prioritize Mr. Wilkinson,” said the first man. “Who ordered that?” I asked, still staring at the furnace, listening to the low roar of fire inside.

The guy shrugged his shoulders. “Just on the sheet, mate.”

Cassius pulled me away. We walked back through the reception area and out to the car. Around a mouthful of sandwich, the receptionist called out something about paying for the broken door. I reached into the back seat of Old Lada and grabbed Henry’s drumstick bag, then marched back in to the woman at reception. “Put his ashes in this. Hang it next to Keith Moon’s marker on your wall. I’ll send money for that and the door.”

When I got back outside, Cassius was waiting. “Henry’s soul persists, then.”

The idea helped me breathe a little easier. But what did it mean? I needed to find him, help him, but where and how? I was sitting in the driver’s seat, trying to make sense of it, when my phone buzzed again. I thought twice about answering it—my luck was running low, and I didn’t think I could take one more bit of bad news.

I finally answered it. “Hello.”

“Jack.” It was Lakshmi. “Where are you?” “I’ll explain later, what’s up?”

“I need you to listen carefully.” She paused. “When you dismissed the wraith at Highgate Cemetery, did you see it dispossess its spirit?”

I remembered the funnel of wind and light. “I think so—like a whirlwind over the body, right?”

“Right. Now, take a moment and answer carefully: how many distinct lights did you see leave the corpse?”

I could see it as vividly as the moment it happened. “One.”

There was another long pause. “That’s what I thought. Jack, you need to get back to the Iron Horse now. There’s a second wraith.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT



Music flows gently beneath the surface into the dispositions and practices, and from there it emerges bigger in men’s contracts with one another; and it’s from these contracts it attacks laws and regimes with much insolence until it finally subverts everything private and public.

—Adeimantus to Socrates

(needlepoint sampler from the office of Muster Brach)

I pushed Old Lada’s engine hard down Charing Cross Road. Cassius clung to the dashboard as I slashed in and out of traffic. Turning onto Manette Street, I slammed on the brakes. Lurking just ten yards from the Iron Horse door had to be nearly thirty Shiguan.

“I’m getting sick of this.” I revved the engine. “What are they doing here?”

“Scouts, most likely,” said Cassius. “Though some may be here to rebind vestiges should the ward fail.”

I floored it, daring them to jump in front of me. The prowlers scattered back, and I skidded up to the curb in front of the Horse. We jumped out and rushed inside.

I waved Church, Lady, and the rest of the team into the venue, where we quickly formed a circle.

Lakshmi spoke first. “I examined the body of the wraith from the cemetery. It confirms what you saw, Jack. Its f lesh only housed one spirit⁠—”

“Meaning it was an immature wraith,” I said. The whole thing had been a waste of energy, and some of my friends had nearly been killed. “And only a mature wraith can travel between Strata or come topside.”

Lakshmi nodded. “There’s another wraith, which explains how Angela DuFresne was killed twelve miles away at nearly the same time you were chased by one outside your flat.”

It made sense. But we’d barely escaped an immature wraith. I didn’t see how we’d ever capture something more powerful. My friends’ silence seemed to be saying the same.

“The wraith you killed was only ever after you, Jack,” Lakshmi added. “But all these musician deaths . . . something is hunting them for a reason.” The implications started to take shape for me. “Brach’s the only thanatist

I know who has the Cython knowledge to summon and bind a mature wraith. I think he’s using that wraith to eliminate songwriters as part of his larger plan to bring his revolution topside and install his own music.” Church removed his cigar. “How would he accomplish such a thing,

Jack?”

I ran down what I could make of it all so far—the thousands of bodies Brach was collecting, so many of them tied to music in one way or another; the elimination of dissenting musical voices in the Strata, like Bolan and Faithfull in Tin Pan Alley; the mummers like Leinad Ke of Banner Streaming and Morris Williams, minister of creative industries, media, and arts; and the network of music venues he was preparing to disseminate his new music and propaganda.

Church’s face slackened. “Dear me. This morning’s Telegraph reported that Minister Williams was preparing his annual address of Parliament. There was speculation of sweeping changes.”

“Brach’s already moving on his plan,” I said.

“I hate to tell you, bro,” said Chuey, “but Andrew Lloyd Webber and James MacMillan were found dead this morning. Word is it looked a lot like what happened to Angela and Jimmy.”

“Then this wraith’s obsession must align somehow with Brach’s goal”—Church spoke around his cigar—“and is yet another weapon in his war.”

“Yes, but to what end?” Lady asked. “Brach wouldn’t need a wraith just to kill musicians.”

I couldn’t answer that. Not yet, anyway. But there was something more important I needed to tell my friends. “Henry’s not dead.”

“Jack”—Chuey shook my arm—“man, don’t go chasing ghosts. I know what it’s like to lose a friend. Plays with your mind.”

I told them about the morgue and Dr. Cage, then shared Emaline’s story, leaving out her name, but emphasizing Brach’s ability to snatch souls from the Meadows. “If Henry had moved on, his body would have started to decay. And if he’d simply passed to the Strata on his own, he’d have found his way back to the Iron Horse.”

Lakshmi glanced at the venue steps. “You think Brach’s holding Henry in the Strata, then.”

“Brach had Henry killed,” I said. “He knew exactly when and where Henry’s soul would reach the Meadows.”

Church leaned out over his cane. “But why would Brach keep Henry’s soul?”

“I don’t know.” I hitched up my catalyst pack. “But our friend is alive and has no physical body to return to. There’s also a mature wraith killing musicians—a wraith that could help us renew the ward if we can bind it. And Brach is almost certainly behind both.”

“Man, this dude’s like a fart in the shower,” Chuey said. “So, what’s our plan?”

I told them about my meeting request with Brach. “The way I see it, we’ve got even more to push him on. Get him to reveal something about the assassination and this musician-killing wraith. Hell, summoning a mature wraith is by itself a violation of Precedent, right?”

Lakshmi nodded. “A high crime, at that.”

“It’s bold, Jack,” said Church. “But be mindful that your chancery trial is tonight at midnight. Westminster Hall, Medieval Stratum.”

I’d almost forgotten. Some of the most influential and frightening people in the history of London would be my judges. Any other time I’d have killed to meet them. Now it was time I didn’t have, wasted defending laughable charges. “They’re going to challenge that Henry gave me the Iron Horse. Pin his death on me. Blame me for the wraith. Meanwhile people are being killed, and the ward is failing⁠—”

Chuey snapped his fingers. “It’s a stall. Court gabbers do it all the time.

This Brach cat is just trying to jam you up until the ward runs out.”

Lakshmi nodded. “I’m afraid that’s probably true. Brach will reasonably establish motive and opportunity. It’ll be enough for the Strata Chancery to hold you.”

“Which makes our meeting with Brach that much more important,” I said. “We’ve either got to prove it was Brach or renew the ward before he can stick me in a box. Either way, we need to rattle him for information. And if we can get him to reveal where Henry is⁠—”

Church raised his cigar. “Henry would be proof of Brach’s crime as well as our best bet at finding and binding this musical wraith.”

I touched my nose. “Exactly.”

I texted Emaline. We’re coming to see Brach now. I was about to head for the Steps when I heard nervous chatter from the crowd on the pub side. The ward was collapsing on them, same as the rest of us, and they didn’t know what was going on. They had a right to know. This was their place, too.

I led the others through the curtain into the pub. All my friends were there—Ella, Westy, the Parley twins, other regulars, and the new folks, too, Sherzer, Delain, Loch, and Darnell.

“Excuse me, may I have your attention for a minute?” The Iron Horse grew quiet.

I told them about Brach and the war he intended to wage against the topside world. Some seemed already to be aware.

“I know Church told you that Henry asked me to carry on for him.” I glanced at Henry’s spot at the bar. “I’m doing my best to make good on it. Obviously, no one will ever replace Henry. But I love the Horse, just

like I love all of you. And I promise you this: I’m not leaving, and I’m not giving up. If I go down, I go down fighting.”

My father had spoken that way more often than I cared to remember. I’d never understood it, until now. But despite his conviction and willingness to die for his Westmont home, he let me choose whether I’d follow him down. Or not.

“We have a plan to keep the Iron Horse the way it is,” I said, “to keep our world the way it is. But before it’s over, we may have to defend this place, and I don’t want anyone getting pulled into a fight without having a say. Because the deeper I get into this thing, the more likely I think it is that I may not make it through.”

In the silence that followed, Chuey raised his fingers in the metal salute. A moment later, Lady did the same. Then Church. Then Lakshmi. Before long, everyone in the bar had their horns up. Their support made my skin tingle the way a beautiful song did. Better than any performance ovation I’d ever gotten.

Cassius put a heavy hand on my shoulder. “That is a good many hands willing to fight for your third option, Jack.”

No one cheered or applauded. But the feeling we all shared was like the night when Chuey introduced me to the music. And that was a great thing after watching them lose Henry and Jimmy, and all the other worries they’d endured the last few days. Then my friends just went to work—sharpening knives, replacing spent candles, practicing defensive moves Loch had shown them.

Church tapped his cane on the floor. “All belt and braces, are we.” “Loch, Darnell,” I said, “will you be sure anyone who doesn’t have a weapon gets one, and understands the basics?” Loch tipped his top hat. Darnell nodded.

“Now,” I said, “let’s go get some answers from the bastard responsible for this whole mess.”

We returned to the venue side, unlatched the hatch to the stairs, and descended the Steps. “There’s just one thing I need to take care of first . . . but it’s on the way.”


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE



The Bloodless Revolution of 1688 was so named not because the coup took place in three short days, but because Queen Mary and her co-conspirators were vestiges all.

—James II, testimony given to the Strata Chancery

He stepped into the grotto below the Iron Horse. I waved my friends to the perimeter, made my way to the middle of the floor, and knelt in the dirt. Then I bent over and pushed my hands into the rich loam.

Suddenly in my mind I saw a mother and daughter running as bombs rained down from the Luftwaffe; a Boxing Day party where friends sat around a radio console laughing at something called The Goon Show; a room of people lying sick on straw mattresses behind a sign on the door that read the great pestilence; a schoolboy reading by candlelight, smiling over Lewis Carroll’s “Jabberwocky.”

I then pulled my hands from the dirt and sat back. It began to roil and shift and rise, taking on one human form, then another, churning as it changed shape.

At last, the soil resolved into the likeness of a woman, who stood hunched, her knees deeply bent. Her cheeks and brow, formed of shifting dirt, appeared slack and sunken. In my mind, I shared the recent memory of Wembley and finding my third verse. I silently prayed that I’d left enough of the past behind, that I’d begun to find enough forgiveness for my abandoners that she would accept me. Otherwise, it wouldn’t matter if we found this new wraith—I wouldn’t be allowed to bind it to her.

A moment later, she opened her mouth to speak. At first, all I heard was earth grinding against itself. Then the shifting soil quieted, and the Ward’s voice rose in my mind. You have done well, Jack. But before sealing ourselves, we must know that you understand the cost and do freely accept us. The ward-bond meant risking more than just my life. It was all the souls inside the ward. My own soul. Not to mention all those who called the Iron Horse home. And it wasn’t the kind of thing I could take back.

All of which scared the hell out of me. But people were counting on me to stand firm here, and I’d come this far. “I’m in,” I said.

I’d never felt a smile before, but I did then. You are received.

Thank the metal gods. In that instant I felt a great deal more connected to my friends, to the Horse, and to all the people who’d graced its door throughout the years.

But Jack, you have only just started upon the path of forgiveness, which has yet to reveal to you the true depths of your wounds.

I shook my head.

Your new willingness to look at both sides of a choice will show you what you have not yet wished to see, some of which will be joyful moments you have hidden away behind the scars inside you.

“Why would I hide the good stuff?”

Because sometimes it is easier to let our scars define us. But the only way to see past those scars is to embrace them. Simple truths await those who do. Even Henry struggled at times to look at it all.

“Henry’s alive,” I practically shouted, “and we believe he’s in the Strata.”

That would be a blessing. I heard more voices behind hers now, still distant but speaking in chorus with her.

“He’ll know what to do. Can you help us find him?”

When Henry left his mortal frame, our connection with him was broken. We would love for his safe return. But you are now the steward. You alone can renew us.

“I’m pretty new to this stuff. But I learn fast, my music seems to help me see things others don’t, and . . . well, I’ve been fighting all my life.” I looked around at my friends. “More than any of that, I’ve got good friends, and they’re prepared to do what it takes.”

I know. And we, too, would rather fight than wither. We ended our mortal lives on this ground doing the same. Tribes attacked our village, and slaughtered our people. My friends were beyond a healer’s care, so during their last few breaths, I sang them an alternative to the fire.

There was a moment of silence, and then the chorus of voices began to sing: “ . . . the tyrant’s blade shall break against the soil of our hearts . . .” The melody moved in ways I’d never heard before, the interplay of harmony and percussion giving the music movement that both soothed and stirred me. But it also sounded strained, as if those who sang it had been singing too long. I wanted to give my heart to the song, too, and stand firm with those who shared it.

At last, the music ended, and only the slight shifting of soil remained. “It’s a beautiful song.”

It is “The Lays of Resolve,” said the Ward. It imparts a strength of conviction to one’s purpose, a willingness to sacrifice for the whole.

“The voices that sing with you. They’re your people.”

We unified our souls. Then, with the help of a friend, became part of this soil, strengthening it against lawlessness and tyranny.

“So mature wraiths are not the only old souls?”

No, just far more common than we.

I nodded. “Well, there’s a mature wraith⁠—”

We have felt its power.

“I think we can find it, turn it.”

This is good. Her words in my mind were rich with distant unified voices.

“If we do turn it, what comes next?”

She extended her arms to her sides, dust trailing down. Bring it to this same place on the Ancient Stratum, where we began, then call us forth. When we rise, invite the soul to join us. Once it has inhabited the soil, seal

us together with threads of Orcus. But be vigilant, Jack, for the thread will require something of you if it allows itself to be used.

I didn’t want to think about what that could mean. “How long do I have before you . . .”

The Ward lowered her arms. A day. Perhaps less. For centuries we’ve been strengthened by the spirits of those who live within our protection. But in these last few days, many have left us or been destroyed by those who would put an end to us. The attacks continue and we grow weak.

“Then we better get moving.”

Godspeed, Jack. The soil of her fell down, and a plume of dust rose up around me.

Church called from the grotto exit. “Well?” “We’re bonded,” I said.

Church breathed a long sigh. “Good. You are hereby authorized by the very soil of the Iron Horse to provide it with the spiritual investment necessary to renew its ward. Cuius est solum eius est usque ad coelum et ad inferos, as they say.”

“Which means what?”

Cassius came over and extended a hand to help me up. “It means: ‘For whoever owns the soil, it is theirs up to Heaven and down to Hell.’ ”

“Also, a legal defense,” Church added.

I laughed, then rushed across the grotto and led my friends down into the darkness of the Abyssal Steps.


CHAPTER FIFTY



To call a semblance, soul, or wraith, the thanatist must bow his lantern and focus on the one he means to reach or summon.

—The Art of Lamp and Bow: A Catalyst Reader

Somewhere between the Modern and Victorian Strata, the old pain started to swell in my head, every heartbeat throbbing behind my eyes. The smell of the dusty oak stairs filled my nose, and my stomach gurgled. Just as the red paneled door came into view, the pressure of the past began pulling hard at the sutures in my shadow . . .

. . . I get down the eucalyptus plant, just like Mama used to do every Monday, and it hits me. Mama loves tradition, so she’ ll be at Ardells again Saturday. I’ ll go and talk to her. But I need to be ready. I rush to Dad’s room and dig in the closet for a photo of Mama and me on my first day of kindergarten . . .

Then I remembered something good, too, for a change . . .

. . . playing my first show ever, at the Viper Room on the Sunset Strip. I’ d asked my dad and brothers to come. They didn’t. But there at the back, shouting “your voice sucks,” was Chuey . . .

Until he started running sound for me, Chuey had never missed a show, no matter how small or dirty the venue. How had I forgotten that? I finally traced the Who lock and pushed through onto the Victorian Stratum. We emerged inside some kind of prop and wardrobe room. The smell of old paint, wood scenery cutouts, and racks of dusty costumes reminded me of shuttered community theaters. Tired sunlight fell from small square windows, lighting dust motes eddying up off the floor.

I staggered to the other side and through a door into the Victorian Stratum music hall. It teemed with patrons—women with their hair pinned up in tiaras, men with some of the funkiest beards I’d ever seen. Cigar and pipe smoke swirled over waitresses bringing fresh mugs of beer and carrying away empties.

Fortunately for me, in the gilded light of gas lamps, a small chorus of showgirls was on the stage, and the entire room was singing with them: “Ta-ra-ra Boom-de-ay.”

I’d heard the tune once in an old marionette show called Howdy Doody. The semblances were singing the refrain over and over at full voice, like festival crowds do at power-metal shows. I soaked up every riotous note, and the pain in my head and shadow faded back.

With my legs under me, I checked Chuey. He was putting his rosary back in his pocket. He nodded, and we all rushed from the Iron Horse music hall, trying not to step on the women’s thick skirts or knock off the men’s bowlers and boaters. Out on Manette Street, it was early evening, the sky filled with smog, the air ripe and bitter with the stink of horse dung and industrial soot. A dozen thanatists and maybe fifty vestiges were prowling at the edge of the ward, just a few yards from the Iron Horse door. Most of them wore the Shiguan mark above their tight collars. As soon as they saw us, they started shouting.

“Why would they be circling the Horse down here?” I asked.

Cassius pulled his sword. “It appears they are staging their forces. We will have to push through.”

Things were escalating too fast. “We don’t have time for a fight,” I said. “What do you suggest?” Church asked.

I led my friends back inside and wound to the very back, hoping the roof stairs were here on this stratum, too. They were. We climbed up, crossed the rooftops of three adjacent shops to Castle Street, dropped down to the walk, and raced toward our meeting.

Passing Seven Dials gave me a thought. “Cassius, if anyone might have information on where Henry’s being held, it would be Mick. Maybe you should pay him a visit. Church, will you and Lady go, too? See if you can pry something out of the guy. Maybe threaten legal action, if it helps. Then come meet us at the Guildhall.”

Chuey grabbed my arm. “Hey, bro, this Mick guy sounds like a fence. I’ve dealt with lowlifes like that a thousand times. How ’bout I go with Cassius and Church. If physical and legal threats don’t work, I’ll lay you odds I can sweet-talk this cat.”

Chuey had once talked a hock shop owner into trading a still-in-the-box EV PA system for three audio mix lessons—the guy behind the counter was a would-be rapper. Crazy deal.

“Yeah, okay,” I said. “Mick’s slick, though, man. Be careful.” Cassius, Chuey, and Church headed south into the Dials. Lakshmi,

Lady, and I wove through street vendors and carriages and people strolling the walks until we reached the grand facade of the Guildhall. There was no one at the barricade checkpoint, so we passed right through to Carpenter Street. It was packed with semblances. Two large crowds stood shouting opposing slogans at each other. Those closest to the Guildhall cried, “Help us move on,” and “Muster for Muster.” Those farther back shouted, “Topside is not the enemy,” and “Your second death is final.” The two groups shoved at each other as the cacophony of slogans ascended the great stone front of the Guildhall, which had been chiseled with the Shiguan insignia.

Lady shook her head. “The most important center of music and drama in London for more than a hundred and fifty years has come to this.”

A fight broke out near us. Groups with signs bearing slogans about the sovereignty of their souls clashed with those who defended the Guildhall. We pushed through the tight mob toward the steps at the broad southern entrance. The doors opened, and rich golden light—the kind you only get from a quality lighting engineer—spilled down the brick steps.

Brach stood in the doorway, arms extended, palms up, a half dozen spotlights on him. The wash of light made his white, wiry hair practically glow, his grey beard and black mustache more a contrast than before. He was decked out in a double-breasted Savile Row suit—not a current fashion but perfect for his tall, thin frame. And a couple of bows hung from his hip beside his lantern.

Six men and women in sharp frock coats and vests filed out on each side of Brach, lining both sides of the stairs. I didn’t see any weapons, but I knew they must be armed.

“Guy knows how to make an entrance,” Lady said.

At last Brach looked down the steps at us. “So good to see you again, Mr. Solomon. Won’t you please come in?” He then glanced at Lakshmi. “But just you. Your friends can wait here.”

“No, sir,” I said. “It’s all or none.” Brach feigned a yawn. “As you wish.”

He turned and led us through the great doors. In the transitional lighting of the Guildhall vestibule, I caught a glimpse inside his shadow and saw a dark scar in the shape of a stick doll with a tobacco leaf skirt circled by a chain . . . Emaline’s primal moment. Remembering what he’d done to her, I had to bite back my anger.

Inside the hall proper, a dizzying swarm of semblances and vestiges chattered, patted backs, and shook hands with one another. Men in tails and women in satin gowns stood next to housebreakers and strumpets, all chatting like fast friends. A string quartet played in the far-left corner of the hall, lending a hint of dignity to what appeared to be a roundup.

The hall glowed with the light of dozens of tall, flaming lamps. They stood like streetlights on twenty-foot-high poles below the high, arched ceiling, preventing any real shadows from showing on the floor. Shadows would have been hard to see anyway in such a dense crowd. High on the walls scarlet banners hung, emblazoned with khopeshes, lanterns, tobacco leaves, and other symbols.

Brach led us down the concourse, the crowd parting before him. “Semblances are being sorted by aptitude.” Lakshmi nodded toward a set of bright lanterns above a receiving station. Thanatists had created lines  under  four  banners:  musical,  dramatical,  technical,  and physical. On the far side of the banners, more thanatists stood with thread in their hands next to long racks of lifeless bodies. The thanatists seemed to reject some of the semblances and pushed them into a fifth queue that led down the stairs to the basement.

“Bold of him to let us see all this,” I whispered, “unless he thinks we’ll never get a chance to tell anyone.”

We followed Brach down a long hall on the left to a crimson wood door. He knocked, and a moment later it pushed open, Emaline stepping into the hall with us.

“Jack,” said Brach, “let me introduce my daughter, Emaline. She is my lead urn-bearer and oversees Shiguan business operations.”

She stared at me like I was a stranger. I played it cool, too. “Emaline,” Brach continued, “may I introduce Jack Solomon, a young man we’re trying to help with some difficult decisions.”

“Nice to meet you,” she finally said, bowing slightly. “I’m glad we could accommodate your meeting request.”

I returned her bow. “Nice to meet you, too. And may I introduce—” “We’re more than familiar with your friends,” said Brach. “So, allow me to come to the point.” He steepled his fingers. “You’re in a great deal of trouble, Mr. Solomon.”

“No argument here”—I shrugged—“but which trouble do you mean, specifically?”

He chuckled to himself and shook his head. “You’ve inherited the Iron Horse, about which there is a complex debate regarding its proper stewardship. And that’s before we even come to questions about how you came to be its proprietor. Additionally, my young friend, you are seen as reckless, lawless, and a danger to society, not only topside, but throughout the Strata.”

“He may be reckless,” Lakshmi interjected, “but he’s neither lawless nor dangerous.”

Brach ignored her. “You came seeking my assistance, Mr. Solomon, so let me assist you. Together we can renew the Iron Horse ward. I’ll even install you as its permanent steward. Nothing will change for you and your friends, other than you’ll book only the musicians we ask you to.”

“I’m out on a lot of markers as it is,” I said.

He flexed his steepled fingers. “Things must change, Jack, because we’re building something here. And this is the last time I’ll invite you to be a part of it.”

“What exactly are you building, Mr. Brach?”

He smiled and led us through the crimson door onto a grand colonnade portico facing a broad plaza. Buildings across several streets behind the Guildhall had been razed and cobbled. Thousands of vestiges sat in perfect rows, facing the portico; an armed garrison stood at attention in front of them. It reminded me of old war photos of public rally speeches and propaganda films, except that massive stadium lights, hung from buildings around the immense plaza, lit the tableau like a Metallica concert.

To our right stood a porter with a viola. He handed it to Brach and Brach turned to face the massive crowd. They stared with rapt attention as the Shiguan leader stepped forward to a lectern and mic set before the balustrade. Next to it a lighting and audio console stood—to run the sound and lights, same as any big show.

“For our revolution to succeed,” said Brach, his voice echoing out over the immense square, “we must change the hearts and minds of the world above, just as we are doing here in the Strata. To accomplish this, we will use music. Revolutionary music. And so, each of you must learn its many tenets. Humor: The mind is rarely so pliable as when it is amused. Story: something to break the heart. Unity: to join listeners in the perception of a common enemy. Conformity: Humans in the world above love to be the same as everyone else. You’ll weave these into your music, inciting the people to action.” He raised the viola. “And to help you deliver this music, we’re crafting instruments with a seventeen-note octave, rather than the common twelve.”

He tucked the viola beneath his chin and began to play a hauntingly beautiful melody that sounded slightly out of tune. The tension between notes rankled the occlusions in my shadow, and I began to fidget.

Beside me, Lady shifted from foot to foot. Lakshmi squinted as though tasting something sour.

As Brach wove his strange melody in tiny haunting steps, the vestiges across the great plaza sat forward, shuffling their feet and staring raptly at Brach.

Then Brach played a great flourish and cried, “Stand!”

The vestiges surged to their feet, like an infantry brigade called to arms. Brach raised his viola bow, and they thrust their fists into the air. The ground shook as they roared for action.

And right down in front was Angela DuFresne, her scarred arm high in the air, her mouth stretched open in a ferocious roar. The strength of the personal battle I’d seen in her eyes had been replaced by the same look of smug certainty and blind allegiance everyone in the crowd now wore.

An aisle over stood not just semblances but mummers, like the ones I’d seen at the Marquee—Marty Donatell, the big West End promoter; Regina Highstreet, the city’s best music publicist, and Leinad Ke, Banner Streaming founder, who’d been at my Hounds audition. Next to them, front and center, thrusting his fist into the air, stood Morris Williams, the minister for creative industries, media, and arts. If Brach was creating a voice in Parliament, he might be planning to set policy that would make certain songs illegal.

Behind them, all across the plaza, stood musicians I knew, mummers for Robert Plant, Elton John, Ed Sheeran, Coldplay, Adele, Clapton, Sting, McCartney, the list went on. It would be one thing for Brach to replace influential music industry folks. It would be quite another for him to do the same with musicians of this stature, to say nothing of the songs Brach could have these imitations play. Which meant Brach had either already killed these people and put their mummers in place, or he’d created their mummers and would soon do so in a massive replacement of topside musicians, the way he’d already done to Angela DuFresne.

The Shiguan leader motioned to his porter. “Will you take it from here, Professor Byrd?”

Brach handed the viola to Byrd and returned to us at the back of the portico. “The past is going to change the future, Mr. Solomon. So, one last time. Will you join us?”


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE



Dispassion—strict adherence to Precedent Law and decisive movement against violations of the same—must rule the day. I will preserve our city’s peace with as much zeal now as I did when I fought Danelaw encroachment and Viking plunderers.

—Chancellor Lady Aethelflaed, Saxon Stratum, from a missive to Muster Brach

Brach genuinely seemed to want an answer. And though I would never have betrayed Henry or my friends, the man’s vision scared me, because it seemed almost reasonable.

I looked out from the portico at the plaza filled with thousands of Shiguan vestiges and mummers standing at attention. “You really think you can bend the world to your vision?”

“If we lead with music, of course.” Brach gestured toward his army. “ ‘For the modes of music are never disturbed without unsettling the most fundamental political and social conventions.’ ”

“Plato’s Republic,” I said.

Brach smiled. “You do know your classics, don’t you, Mr. Solomon.” “Nose for history,” I replied, “especially when it’s about music.”

“Well, then, you’ll remember the philosopher explains that music is part of the soul’s education, and so is a primary and indispensable part of the ideal city. His so-called polis.”

“That what you’re building?” I said. “An ideal city? With you its philosopher-king?”

Brach chuckled. “You know as well as I do that harmony and rhythm, once imparted to the soul, can stimulate the desired virtues.”

“Like obedience?” I asked.

Lady leaned in. “Jack, at the Horse we’ve all seen music get inside people, make them do things. And what he just played? Even I had violent thoughts.”

Brach laughed again. “Your friend is perceptive. You may also recall that Stravinsky incited riot between the upper class and restless bohemians with his atonal Rite of Spring.”

“I think we’ve probably all heard the story,” I said.

Brach folded his arms. “And yet, my young friend, you know nothing of true revolution through music. Long before your time, Jiang Qing’s eight model operas displaced all other music and elevated the heroism of the common man.”

I’d read about Jiang’s operas. “They also elevated one leader and his ideas to the exclusion of anything or anyone else. So, it sounds like you’re pushing an all-art-for-the-Shiguan cause, after all.”

“The Shiguan cause,” said Brach, “is the cause of London—the preservation of what she was and the establishment of what she should be. We’ve simply realized that we can only accomplish this by revolutionary means. No different, say, than Wagner ordering grenades for the Dresden uprising against the king of Saxony, except that music will be our weapon.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think you get what Wagner was fighting for.” “Enlighten me,” said Brach.

“He shows us in the Ring that there are two competing powers: one requires the renunciation of love—reducing free people to slaves; the other is freedom and love for people.”

“You leave out,” said Brach with a smile, “that his notion of love was sacrifice. By that measure, we are all of us in the Strata Wagnerian.”

“You won’t convince everyone,” Lady argued. “Some will resist.” “Well, of course they will,” said Brach, “ just as they do here in the

Strata. But in the world above, we’ll have the advantage of people not knowing what we are. And we will install ourselves so quickly that dealing with naysayers will become a simple matter of persuasion.”

“Camps?” I said.

“Let’s call it reeducation,” said Brach, “to bring the people around to the right way of thinking about London, her past and her future.”

This guy was truly nuts, but I didn’t really want to offend him in front of several thousand brainwashed Shiguan who were already riled up. “You’ve tried to kill me, abduct me, buy me off, and now again you’re trying to recruit me? So, yeah, I think I’ll pass.”

“Then your coming here was a ruse,” Brach observed.

“Sort of. The reason we’re here is to inform you that you’re under formal investigation for the assassination of Henry Wilkinson, the seizure of his soul, and the summoning of a mature wraith.”

“All Precedent crimes,” Lakshmi added.

Brach gawked at me for a moment. Then laughed. “Have you any proof of these allegations?”

“I know Henry’s soul hasn’t moved on,” I said. “And I know a bound, mature wraith has been hunting people topside. Drawing a soul from the Meadows or binding a mature wraith would require Cython arcana, wouldn’t it? And you have some of that, don’t you?”

“This is your evidence?” Brach asked. “Untenable accusations?”

I took a step closer. “This wraith seems only to be killing songwriters. An appetite you obviously share.” I tilted my head at Professor Byrd, who was still playing the same unearthly music Brach had just performed.

Brach shrugged.“Your ward is dying, Jack.When she does, I’ll have her song.” It hit me like a sucker punch. This was the ancient song he was after.

Brach already had music that could make thousands of vestiges stand to order. If he got hold of “The Lays of Resolve” . . .

“From what I’ve heard,” I finally managed, “the Ward’s song is an appeal to stand against guys like you.”

“Her song,” said Brach, “fortifies against that irrational part of the soul that pursues pleasure and flees pain, and does so from sheer narcissism. In other words, Mr. Solomon, we will turn each human’s propensity to make an irrational individual choice into the courage to belong to our collective choice.”

“Compulsory, you mean.” I hated him more by the moment. “You’re going to weaponize her song to launch your war with the world above.” “Oh, Jack”—Brach shook his head—“the war has already begun. Your world is erasing our future and has left us no choice but to fight back.

The song will merely hasten our plans and give our musical techniques the lasting impact they require and deserve.”

Brach’s war would begin with music, but it would grow to influence the other arts, then education, then policy, then law.

“You’ll make people believe they’ve chosen their allegiance.” I shook my head. “I won’t let it happen.”

“Won’t?” said Brach.

Emaline turned from watching the vestiges on the plaza. “Are you saying, Mr. Solomon, that you intend to raise these accusations at your trial this evening?”

If I lived that long. “You can count on it.”

Brach’s smile returned. He took up his lantern and a bow from his hip and played a rich note. I immediately recognized the red and amber glow of his bowstrings—Orcus thread. He’d just called his mature wraith. I’d have bet anything on it.

As Brach’s lamp dimmed and his bowstrings darkened, the door behind us opened. Mick stepped onto the portico, with Cassius, Church, and Chuey in tow. They were escorted by several Shiguan guards.

“Good evening, Guv,” Mick said, bowing slightly to Brach.

“And who have we here?” Brach cocked his head. “It’s more of your friends, Mr. Solomon.”

“This lot,” Mick went on, “came into the Castle asking after the whereabouts of a certain prisoner. And the topper is when I told them to bugger off, this one”—he pointed at Chuey—“tried to nick my ledger.”

I looked at Chuey, who shrugged. “Guy wouldn’t deal.”

“That’s a Strata crime.” Brach tsked. “Your friend here is going to be extending his stay here below.”

I shot a look to Church, who shook his head. “I’m afraid he’s right, Jack. Of course, we could seek a trial⁠—”

“Where a dozen witnesses will testify against your man here,” Mick said with a grin.

“Rats, you mean,” Cassius added.

Brach turned to me. “We can be reasonable, Mr. Solomon, if you can be reasonable.”

“Don’t do it, Jack.” Chuey took a step and was immediately restrained. “I can do time in a ghost prison like it’s nothing. He ain’t gonna use me to get to you. No way.”

Brach stepped closer to Chuey and bowed his lantern. Amber light cast my friend’s shadow down in crisp dark lines. Brach stroked his bow again, focusing the light on a scar near Chuey’s sternum. The occlusion began to throb with crimson light and memory . . .

. . . Chuey is fifteen. The cops come into his house with a warrant. They flip the place and find his mom’s smack in a false-bottom drawer in the basement beneath the record player where we listen to metal bands. Before they can cuff her, she tells them it’s Chuey’s smack. She’s been to lockup twice. She goes in again, she’s in for good. Her eyes plead with Chuey to eat this one. It would only be his first booking . . . He’d told me what happened. But now I was seeing it. Now I could feel the betrayal Chuey carried inside himself from that day in his basement.

My friend began to shake his head, jerking against the Shiguan who held him. “Leave that alone, you son of a bitch.”

But Brach didn’t leave it alone. He stroked his lantern again, sawing back and forth three times, his lamplight pulsing and pushing into Chuey’s scar, which opened wider, spilling more crimson light . . .

. . . Chuey doesn’t speak, just stares at his mom. “He listens to that awful evil heavy metal music,” his mom tells the police. “It’s no wonder he’s hiding drugs.

Who knows what else he’s up to.” Chuey waits, as if hoping she’ ll take it back. After all, she’s the one who put him in the at-risk program six years before. She was supposed to protect him. But she just glares at him, like she’s willing him to admit to it. After a few moments, Chuey nods and hangs his head . . .

Chuey broke free from the Shiguan guards and launched himself at Brach, his eyes narrowed and wet. Brach slipped back a step, and with a quick hand brought his khopesh up, burying it in Chuey’s gut.

Chuey grabbed Brach’s arm, his eyes now impossibly wide, his mouth stretched open. A sick sliding sound came as Brach drew back his knife, and Chuey slumped to the portico floor.

“Attacks on a thanatist may be defended with mortal force,” Brach said matter-of-factly, and stepped back.

“Unfortunately, he’s right,” Lakshmi said.

Lady and I dove to our knees beside Chuey. Blood coated his Kamelot shirt and trickled from the corner of his mouth. He looked up at me, his eyes fluttering. “Ese?”

“Can you help him?” I asked Lady.

She shook her head. “His wound is beyond what a wize can do.”

Brach had goaded Chuey into the attack. I shot a look at him. “Undo this, or I swear to God I’ll kill you.”

“Be careful with your threats, Jack.” Brach wiped his blade clean. “And while I won’t do it myself, I will show you how to help your impetuous friend.” He sheathed his knife. “You’ve studied the architecture of thanaturgy, yes?”

Three drycraefts—death, undeath, and life. A thanatist could give his life to life. “But I’ve never done this, and there’s no time!”

“Of course there’s time.” Brach leaned over, whispering in my ear. “But it will take a very powerful memory to stanch the ebb of your friend’s spirit. A recent memory, I think. I will watch your shadow to guide you, be sure you use the right memory the right way.”

My song. Of course he knew. His puppet Leinad Ke had been there. And his people had been casing me, studying me, all the way back to that first night, when Madam had looked into my shadow.

This was why he’d goaded Chuey. Had to be. To take from me the words and notes I’d found to begin forgiving Mama. A lifetime to get them. What would it do to my bond with the ward? To me? And could Brach use it somehow for his revolution?

Brach’s army stood silent under the bright stadium lights. My friends huddled nearby, waiting for me to choose a path.

I cradled Chuey’s head. “Show me.”

Brach bowed his lantern again, throwing Chuey and me into a wash of amber light. Our shadows overlapped.

“Find the memory,” Brach instructed, “then call it to mind with as much vividness as you are able.”

My mind went back to those moments on the Wembley stage. The crush of sound emanating from the immense speaker system. Tens of thousands of empty seats. The rush of life flowing through me as I saw it all from Mama’s side and the beginnings of forgiveness brought the words and music to me.

Chuey clenched my arm. “No, Ese. Don’t let that go.” “Shut up, Chuey.”

Brach hit staccato notes on one of his lantern rods with his bow. Light pattered down into Chuey’s scar. “Now focus it all on your friend’s wound.”

As I did, the scar inside me began to brighten, the light streaming past my sutures and funneling down into Chuey’s scar and body wound. Bit by bit, those moments at Wembley flowed out of me, and a great hollow opened up where they’d once been.

Soon, the light stopped streaming from me. My scar darkened. But it ached deeper than before, because I sensed what it had been like before the memory was gone. Such a strange feeling. I knew I’d finished my song—like a memory of a memory—I’d told the Ward as much when she accepted me. But the moment itself was simply not there anymore.

Chuey heaved a long breath and relaxed in my arms. His shirt was still wet with blood, but his flesh wound had been replaced by an angry red scar.

Brach ceased bowing his lantern. “You gonna kiss me, bro.”

I smiled. “Glad you’re back.”

Inside, I only knew that I’d gone to Wembley and tried to finish my song. I had no memory of how it went, whether I’d succeeded, or the feelings that might have come if I had. What I did know was that all of the old pressure was back. And with it, some hate for Mama.

“So much for your bonding to the ward,” said Brach. “Or did you think I was somehow unaware of that little arrangement. As for your friends here, they’re still conspirators to theft, and will be held until such time as a proper trial can be scheduled.”

I staggered to my feet. “Like hell they will.”

“Afraid of a simple theft trial, are you, Jack?” Brach motioned to his standing army. “The past is forever on trial. And since revolution is not itself a Precedent crime, best of luck at your trial, proving these other baseless accusations. It is, however, disappointing that you cannot see the beauty of new songs to build a new future. Songs that mean something about the past . . . like the one you wrote for your mother.”

He was really trying to piss me off. “Interesting that the song I’ve chased all my life is just me trying to make peace with someone who abandoned me, while the song you’re after makes you perfectly willing to kill a friend.”

Brach waved a hand and a couple of the guards moved in around us. “I love Henry,” he said. “Largest musical heart I know. But he and I have different ideas about how to remedy the indignities foisted upon the Strata—the neglect, the revisionism; and very different ideas about how best to share the Strata’s continuing contributions to London’s future.”

“You love Henry,” I said. Present tense. Reminded me Henry was still alive—he was the key. “Where is he?”

“You will ultimately lose the Iron Horse, Jack. Perhaps even before this wraith inhabits its final form. All you have to decide is whether or not you want to be on the right side of history. Oh, and, of course, if you want to save your friends.”

I bit back a curse. “That’s what I’m trying to do.”

It was time to get the hell out of there, but Brach’s attendants had closed ranks on us. Emaline got my attention and glanced down the west face of the portico to a crushed stone path along the rear wall. A simple run for it.

I tapped Chuey and nodded toward the path. His eyes darted around the portico, and before I knew it, he’d dashed to the light console beside the lectern. It wasn’t the slick new digital type used in the venues topside—looked more like cranks and cogwheels and toggle switches—but Chuey assessed it in an instant, down-cranked the toggles, then tore the switches out. The stadium lights went black, throwing the plaza into darkness. Cassius shoved one of the guards and put a thick arm around me to help me up. Lakshmi kicked back the one closest to her and barreled forward, opening a path to the north portico stairs.

“Grab the long-haired bastard!” Brach cried. “Kill the others.”

Armor clattered in the darkness. Swords rang as they were ripped from sheaths. Heavy boots pounded the plaza and portico stone. A shot of adrenaline hit me, and I started running without Cassius’s help.

We raced down the north portico steps and pounded along the crushed stone path, slipping through the shadows past startled Shiguan and out onto Tudor Street. It sounded like the entire garrison was chasing us.

A hundred feet ahead of us, the great mob had gotten rowdy, pushing and shoving each other—a lot like a mosh. I led us straight into the throng.

Semblances grabbed at us, tore our clothing. Fists slammed into our faces and backs as we fought through to the other side. When we finally broke free, behind us angry rioters had swarmed Brach’s army blocking their way through. Bought us maybe a minute.

That’s when I noticed Mick. He’d rushed along with us. He clucked his tongue at the mob. “You, Mr. Solomon, are in for quite the batty-fanging if Brach’s lot gets hold of you.”

Gasping for breath, I pulled Mick around. “We’re looking for a friend⁠—”

“Which is why I’m here,” Mick said. “Information comes at a price, fresh fish, same as lamps and stones.” He pulled his ledger from his coat. “And the man who wants it must be him what puts his name in my book.”

Mick handed me a pencil, and I quickly scrawled my name.

After tucking his ledger back into his coat, Mick grinned at me. “Brach is holding an unnamed prisoner at Newgate. Special quarters. No visitors, save Brach himself.”

“Come on,” I said, and took off toward Newgate.

“Remember, Mr. Solomon,” Mick called after us, “if you somehow survive your trial—and I’m rooting fer ya—sooner or later, I’ll call your mark.”

I barely heard him, running full out, praying there was still time.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO



By using praise and blame to habituate souls to love what they should love and hate what they should hate, music education will make possible the emergence of an irrational kind of virtue, one that is independent of reflective thought.

—Plato, Republic, quoted in the Shiguan Articles of Order

He charged up Old Bailey Road. It was still early evening, but Bayswater was nearly empty. And the sky—or whatever passed for sky in the Strata—had darkened to a soot grey. Rain started to fall, thickening the air with the smell of wet stone. Cassius pointed through the gloom. Just beyond a gallows—where prisoners ascended steps, speaking in hushed tones to a priest who scribbled in a handbook—stood Newgate Prison.

“How do we get inside?” Church reassembled his cane-knife. “There are at least a dozen bobbies out front.”

“Right. Stop here for a sec.” I unshouldered my sling pack and fetched the thread Owen had given me. “This will make us look like police.” I focused on the bobbies and lashed my arm, then quickly formed bindings for the rest of my friends. “Okay, let’s go.”

We strolled through the front gate, garnering little more than passing glances from the guards. Inside we came to a clerk’s desk, where a frail, bespetacled old man sat staring at his pocket watch.

“Prisoner transfer,” I said.

The old gentleman started and looked up from his timepiece. “You Mick’s boys?”

“Of course not,” I said. “We serve the lord mayor.” The old guy laughed. “Who’ll it be?”

“Special lockup,” I told him. “Name’s not to be used.”

The clerk touched the side of his nose. “Big fella just went up to fetch ’im.” Oh, hell. “Which way?”

“Cell at the end, facing the press yard.” The old guy pointed down a dim stone hallway.

I broke into a sprint, my friends behind me. Our running steps echoed loudly in the bare corridor. I pulled out my lantern, commanded the ghost stone to light, and readied my bow. Two stout guards, one bald, the other with a mess of grey hair, stood at the door.

As we came to a stop in front of them, my heavy breathing clouded the air. My friends’ and the guards’, too.

A sickening feeling opened up inside me. Brach hadn’t called the wraith with his viola for me, he’d sent it to kill Henry. My accusation had forced Brach to get rid of him—the last bit of evidence that could prove he was responsible for the murder.

“Open it,” I shouted.

The grey-hair did, and I rushed into what looked like a perfect replica of Henry’s flat. The light from the window was dim, the air hard and bitter cold. And I suddenly felt an almost overpowering despair, like the whole world was crashing down on me. I slammed my fist into my leg to break the spell, just as something shrieked near the kitchen.

In the corner by the fireplace, a massive creature was hulking over Henry. The beast had no hair, no ears, no nose to speak of, and its jaw and cheekbones had ripped through the skin of its face. The flesh on its arms and legs had torn and split, too. In other places, thick scar tissue crisscrossed its skin. I would have preferred another big hound.

Henry’s wife, Martha, was beating at the creature’s back with her fists. I bowed my lantern hard, driving a shock of revelatory light into the dark room. Henry’s shadow was dark like a mortal’s but had the soft edge of a semblance. It was his soul. Martha’s was the same. The creature’s shadow flared against the brick fireplace. A thick violet rim, and Orcus bindings.

In the wraith’s shadow roiled dense, shimmering patterns. There had to be thirty different gleaming songs, a frenzied cacophony—so many souls trapped together. The wraith shrieked again, and I could hear voices—“set us free,” “cut them down,” and one withered voice above the rest, “he is like us and we will have him.”

Something flashed in its eyes. Pain maybe. But I couldn’t see its Rupture, and I certainly didn’t have the necessary context to give it the willing heart of a ward. All I could do is try to bind it until I did.

The wraith used my light to peer into my shadow and began to drone, a deep, beautifully resonant note. The skin on my wrists began to itch and ache, and the sutures inside my shadow began to pull.

I didn’t have it in me to take another assault in that wound, and doused my lantern. “Straight-up fight this time.”

“You sure, Jack?” It was Chuey. He already had his macuahuitl out. I nodded. “Be glad you can’t see the real thing.”

The wraith turned its head back on Henry. Martha began to scream and beat at it again. This time, the creature reached back and thrust its free hand into Martha’s chest.

“Jack,” Henry shouted, “save her!”

I was sure Martha would never survive, and we had only seconds to get Henry out of here.

“Save her!” Henry cried again.

I rushed forward, Cassius and Chuey at my sides. Martha was thrashing on the wraith’s arm like a body impaled on a thick post. We were nearly to her when she let out a deafening scream and the wraith ripped from her chest a fistful of light. She went limp. Her light coursed from the wraith’s fist into its body, crackling along the ragged edges of its torn flesh. Then Martha was gone, an amber mist winking to nothing.

“No!” Henry screamed. The wraith whirled on him. We were caught behind it all now, as the creature plunged its great hand into Henry’s chest this time. My friend’s body convulsed as if struck by lightning.

I hollered for Cassius.

The centurion let out his war cry, leapt forward, and brought his sword down in a sweeping arc, severing the wraith’s right hand. The creature roared, stepped back to the fireplace, and while glaring at us thrust its bloody stump into the flames. The stench of burned flesh filled the room. Henry collapsed to his knees, still trembling, his chest open and bleeding his soul’s light in thin streams. Lady rushed to him with her medic bag.

“Remember,” I said, “we need this thing to renew the ward. Cassius, draw it out. Lakshmi, Chuey, get in its blind side and hamstring it. Church, be ready to help take it down. I’ll try to impart my sigil to its bindings.”

“Orcus is a single-use catalyst,” Lakshmi explained. “We’ll have to cut its bindings, so you can rebind it with fresh thread.”

The wraith pulled its smoking stump from the fire and stepped toward us, a low sound rumbling deep in its chest. Cassius teased the beast forward with his sword while Chuey and Lakshmi circled wide. The wraith stomped toward me, floorboards shaking as it came.

Its jaw began to open. And open. The flesh at the corners of its mouth tore in ragged lines, like a freakishly long, jagged smile, blood spurting out over its teeth and chin.

Then it charged, braying in harsh cacophony. The scream prickled my skin, resonating inside my head and down through my wounded shadow. My vision blurred, and I stepped back. Lakshmi danced in, slashing its waist binding.

The wraith bucked, elbowed her aside, and took another step toward me. Chuey slammed his macuahuitl down on the tendon of its right foot, bursting the flesh open.

It howled and kicked back with its wounded foot, driving Chuey into the fireplace mantel. He smacked his head on the stone and slumped to the floor.

The wraith screamed again, launching itself at me. Cassius threw himself between us, absorbing the blow and sprawling to the floor at my feet. The wraith raised its foot over Cassius’s head, but Lakshmi was there, slashing the binding on its raised foot, as well as the tendons beneath.

The wraith shrieked and fell to one knee.

Church rushed, arms out, ready to tackle it to the floor. But the wraith whipped its arm around in a savage backhand, driving Church into the bookcase, where he crashed to the floor, hundreds of vinyl albums spilling down around him.

Henry lay on the floor, too, his face twisted in pain, as Lady knelt beside him, digging through her trauma bag.

Lakshmi danced in again, slicing the binding on the wraith’s one hand. The creature bucked, roaring with an army of voices, and swung its smoking stump at her. She leapt back, evading the blow, but leaving a clear path to me. The wraith clambered up, its skin tearing at the joints. It stomped toward me, limping on its cut tendons.

I raised my lantern again and pulled a fast bracing stroke for Church—his time in the British Expeditionary Force—then one for Cassius, his Legion training.

The wraith lifted its head and howled—a terrible song that seemed to alter the light of my strokes. When the reverberations of its music were gone, Cassius and Church fell face-first onto the floor.

It lowered its head and started toward me again. “Assault strokes,” Lady cried. “Concentrate on harm.”

I glared into the beast’s bloody face and played hard staccato notes on my lamp, sending shards of light into the wraith with the images of violent street fights back home. The wraith shuddered, but its shadow began absorbing the light as though it were nothing.

I dropped my bow and clutched my khopesh. Then I signaled Lakshmi to come in from its back and started backpedaling to the far corner, waving my lantern wildly to draw the wraith. Lakshmi darted in behind it as it rushed toward me and slit the binding on the remaining leg. It shuddered and heaved violently, skin tearing and weeping blood and bile.

I dove, khopesh up, and drove my knife into its neck, severing its last binding. When the final braid fell away, the skin and meat of the wraith began to slough to the floor.

From my sling pack I quickly dug out the Orcus, which was vibrating harder in the presence of this wraith than it had the hellhound. Again, on instinct, I sang a few notes from one of my songs to quiet the thread—a few words about losing the one woman I’d loved. It helped even less this time⁠—

The room went quiet. I heard only my own labored breathing. Then the wraith roared, a deep, reverberating howl, and toppled sideways to the floor. An immense gathering of souls rose from its bloodied corpse in the shape of a giant man—eight feet tall, and three feet broad at the shoulders. It looked like something torn from the Endless Dark—wispy edges like mist or smoke.

I began to shield my eyes, expecting a violent wind like the one that had blown when we’d dismissed the hound at Highgate. But this wraith hovered over its own mortal shell, still thrumming with all the same power . . . and staring at me.


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE



The body heals.

But in the soul, some scars have no end.

—Benjamin Barker, “Unfortunate Truths and Their Practical Uses”

In the light of my lantern, the patterns of the wraith’s countless souls wept to the floor of Henry’s cell. So many occlusions—wounds, failings, and the bitterness that comes from living forever in a prison of painful memories. And inside every soul’s gleaming notes, I saw the same pattern I’d seen inside Jimmy’s shadow, Lynn’s, and my own—the circle with the sweeping cross through it, like the sign for coda. It had to be the mark of a songwriter.

I held that thought as I played a soft, revelatory stroke on my lantern. The light gently brightened the wraith’s shadow, and I thought I saw harpsichords, violins, sheet music, people in audiences.

Suddenly, a smoky ribbon of the wraith plumed toward me. It brushed my cheek like fine sandpaper, and I felt our thoughts begin to merge, as though our souls were intertwining. It yearned for someone to love who would love it back. Its many jumbled voices began to quiet, like distant chatter, while one rose above the rest.

Thank you for freeing us from the schemes of an egotist, the wraith spoke in my mind. When it did, one of its patterns flared, its gleam notes pulsing slow and languid like Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata.”

“We need your help,” I said. “Please⁠—”

We will go to the Ancient Stratum for ourselves. To finish it. And you will join us.

The wraith’s smoky ribbon slipped inside me, brushing now against my soul. I started to go numb and couldn’t move. It would consume me, make me another of the many souls inside it, and I began to feel like that might be okay. Part of me even wanted to. There’d finally be rest . . .

Then I thought of Henry.

“No!” My scream steamed in the chill air. “I have more to do!”

I felt a sudden rush of doubt from the wraith. It recoiled, separating itself from me, pulling through my flesh like steel wool, and disappearing down through the floor. I staggered back against the bookshelf where Church had finally gotten to his feet.

Lakshmi rushed to me. “Are you all right?” “I’ll be fine,” I told her.

Then I glanced around the room. Chuey was sitting up, rubbing his head. Cassius hadn’t moved, but his semblance remained intact.

“Jack.” It was Lady, hunched over Henry’s body. “Over here, please.” I rushed to Lady’s side. Henry lay holding his chest with one hand.

Light seeped from between his fingers. In his shadow, a fiery red scar had torn open—it looked like pleading hands holding a tobacco leaf circled by a chain. Henry looked up at me with a strained smile. “Jack, my boy.”

I took his other hand. “You hang on.” Then to Lady, “What can I do?” Lady put a hand over mine and shook her head.

“You can’t give up.” I grabbed her hand. “There’s got to be something—” She squeezed my fingers. “Don’t waste another moment.” Then she leaned close to Henry and kissed his forehead. “You gave me purpose, dear, and I love you for it. I will never forget.” Henry smiled.

Church eased down on one knee next to us. “What’s this, old chap?

Lying down, just when we need you to stand up. I never took you for a slugabed.”

Henry took Church’s hand. “Help me up, then.”

Church and I gently eased Henry into a chair at his Formica table. He spared us each a look, then turned to face the old solicitor. “I’d like one Who song, preferably ‘Behind Blue Eyes,’ performed every Saturday night,” he said. “Write it into the Iron Horse deed if you have to. Think you can manage it?”

“Legislate our music, would you?” said Church. “You’ve been too long in the Strata.”

Henry chuckled, and the two shook hands. Then Church and Lady withdrew, leaving me alone with my friend.

We stared at each other for a long moment before I finally asked, “Why didn’t you tell me? About thanaturgy, the Iron Horse, all of it?”

He nodded as if he’d expected the question. “You deserved the chance to live a life of your own choosing. It wasn’t my place to influence you in one direction or another.”

“But you knew I might come back from the Meadows.”

“A marker in your shadow showed me as much,” he replied. “But you still had to choose even that. Besides which, I knew if I asked, you’d have said yes out of hand, and put away your music.”

I thought about Wembley. “I think I’ve left that part of me behind.” “Nonsense, Jack. The way you’re able to see a thing, give it a voice, is going to open doors you’ve never imagined.” He paused. “And you’ll find your new band, sure enough.”

Henry doubled over in pain and clutched his chest. More light seeped between his fingers. In that same moment, the room shuddered; cracks opened in the ceiling and dust rained down on us.

I shielded Henry’s head with my arms. “The only door that matters right now is the one that takes us out of here.”

“There’s no body for me to return to, Jack.” Henry sat back. “Muster knew I had too much regret to move on. But he couldn’t let me return, either. So, he brought me here.”

“Cruel to create this place, and leave you here to rot.”

“This place is my doing.” Henry glanced around. “Newgate walls are like a mirror. For me, they reflected back a place I didn’t want to leave, and reminded me why I couldn’t move on . . . Martha.”

He began to weep, and light beamed from his wounded chest. Tremors ripped through the room again. Large fissures opened up in the walls and floor, chunks of the ceiling crashing down. He pulled a photo of Martha from his breast pocket and sat staring at it, gently touching his wife’s face. Questions rolled through my head. I needed Henry’s help. But right now—before whatever came next for either of us—he needed mine more. Because somehow Martha’s soul had been here, and he’d watched her die, living that pain now a second time. In that moment, I remembered singing with Jimmy his third verse when he’d been filled with worry.

Memory isn’t always about regret.

To that same derby tune I improvised a few memories of Martha—old pub jokes, Martha playing Chopin, debates about the Beatles versus the Stones. Just a few lines, really. Small reminders.

Rubble crashed down around us, but I sang until Henry looked up, tears in his eyes. “Nicely done, my boy. And what about your song? Any progress there?”

I nodded. “Finished it.” But I didn’t tell him how I’d lost it again.

A warm smile crossed his wet face. “You don’t say. Hardly a proper venue, but what I wouldn’t give to have a listen.”

“Let’s save that for another time.”

Henry patted my hand. “You’ve forgiven her, then. Good for you.” “Started to, anyway.”

He leveled his stare at me. “Have you likewise started to forgive yourself?”

“For what?” I asked.

“For trying to hate someone you love.” He rolled his eyes toward the sutured tear in my shadow. “That wound won’t heal until you do.”

As Henry always had, he’d looked straight to the heart of the matter.

I smiled. “One forgiveness at a time.”

“Fair enough,” he said. “Lord knows how very long I’ve held on to my own pains. Long enough, maybe.”

The prison rumbled again, and the rear wall of Henry’s Strata home fell completely away, revealing distant lights like fireflies in an otherwise utter darkness.

“But you’ve finally set your feet, my boy,” Henry went on. “That much is clear. You’re a new man. Capable of new things.”

I said nothing, just wanting to listen to him.

“Look into my shadow,” he invited, “into the wounds of my soul, and tell me if, in your good opinion, I haven’t reaped what I’ve sown.”

I hesitated. “Please,” he said.

So, I slowly bowed my lantern, bringing his shadow into sharp relief across the cracked stone floor. The notes of his pattern gleamed in slow succession, like Pachelbel’s “Canon in D.” There were several dark occlusions standing out against the shimmering notes, but a few were open wounds, whose light seeped through . . .

. . . inside a great cathedral, its nave and transept coated in blood, bodies lie all around—a priest is sprawled on the floor, with the innocents who’ d tried to defend him . . .

. . . Martha, dressed in black, walking a row of gravestones in the rain. Against an autumn twilight she hunches next to one particular stone and weeps . . .

. . . a young boy, eyes shut, lies in a hospital bed. The soft whir of machines cannot quite cover his struggle to breathe, and the feeling of his father finally giving assent to turn those machines off . . .

I’d seen the scar of the first one before—supplicating hands holding a steer’s horn—the same wound I’d seen in Father Kincaid at Westminster. A massive tremor rattled the prison cell. Another wall and much of the ceiling fell away, crumbling into the darkness. My friends gathered close, trying to shield Henry and me.

I looked up at Henry trembling in shame.

“I killed good people, Jack,” he said softly. “Right there in that beautiful cathedral, blind with rage. Years later, the first time I was reborn . . .

I never went back to Martha, letting her believe I was dead because I couldn’t bear to think how my new life might harm her.”

He stopped and stared at me, seemingly unable to find the right words.

His prison continued to quake and collapse into darkness around us. “My little boy,” he finally said, “had suffered so much, so soon. I told myself it was a mercy.”

My heart ached, not for the things he’d done, but because they’d caused him such bondage and pain. It made me love him all the more. He’d hidden these wounds so well that I’d never known his sorrow. He lived with them, but all I’d ever seen was his care for others. These wounds were not the whole of him. Any more than Mama’s leaving was the whole of her. Maybe my friend needed a third verse of his own.

So, I began to sing again.

Using his “Canon in D,” I first gave voice to the darkness of the many pains he carried—I’d spent a lifetime learning how to write such music.

The scars in his soul began to glow softly, like embers touched by the wind. Then, I brought forward images of the man who’d made me feel a sense of belonging—listening to Ronnie Scott sax records, playing songs in his cramped little music studio, walking home together in the warm evening breeze, the way he always said “damn straight” just when I needed to hear it. So many moments my songwriter’s heart had noted and held.

With these brighter images I changed the song, keeping phrases of the dark, but weaving it into something more complete. The sound of it came out in a rush, modulating up and up, the way hopeful songs often do. Inside his shadow, his gleaming pattern in D shimmered with new brightness.

He smiled again. “Nicely done, Jack, thank you. I think I’m ready.” “Ready?”

“To move on.”

“Is that why you wanted me to peer? Henry, we can find—” “Initially, I just needed you to see all of me,” he said. “But you’ve done more than that, my boy. You’ve helped me feel whole . . . opened a way for me.”

The floor beneath the wraith’s discarded body broke away, and the torn vessel disappeared into the darkness. The rest of the floor cracked in a web of dark fissures. Around us only remnants of the back wall remained, yellow in the light of my lantern.

“Are you talking about the Meadows?” I asked.

“I am, Jack.” He stood. “Do me one last favor, will you?” “Anything,” I said, clambering to my feet next to him.

“Don’t let the Iron Horse stage remain empty for too long.” He winked. “Get some music back in there soon, will you?”

“I know a great accordion act.”

We laughed together. But when the laughter faded, I had to fight back a familiar ache and pressure behind my forehead. I thought maybe I could still save him, and wanted to try. But that’s not what he needed. I would miss him terribly.

Henry took his hands from the hole in his chest and hugged me. “I love you, Jack. I always will.”

“I love you, too, Henry.” I hugged him hard.

He let go, turned, and walked toward the darkness. The song of him rose in my head again, and I let it out softly, watching him go.

Knowing where he was headed, I recalled the Meadows. A moment later, I stood with my friend on the endless plain of fallen statues and raised a hand goodbye.

He smiled his easy smile one last time, then let the wind sweep him toward the mountain of fire, upright and fast, coursing over the stony ground. When he was no more than a speck of sand in the distance, he joined the fire to a chorus of voices. A brief distant wink of light, and he’d gone home.

The memory of my first conversation with Henry flared and was gone. Inside me another hollow opened up—this one felt different than the others. The next moment, the crumbled walls of Henry’s prison began reforming. Stones whipped back into place. Cracks in the floor slowly started to seal. It wasn’t Henry’s place anymore—and so seemed to be reconstituting as just a grey stone cell.

“He disappeared,” said Church. “He moved on,” I said.

“Are you sure?” Lady asked. “I’m sure,” I said.

We’d lost our best possible proof that Brach had killed Henry. But before I could get my head around that, I saw Cassius still lying in the corner of the cell. I scrambled over to him. “Cassius.”

Blood coated the left side of his face. His bindings had gone dark.

And his blue semblance had started to pull free of its mortal shell.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR



A semblance rushes into a chapel, trying to avoid being consumed by a wraith. He pleads, “Father, can you save my soul,” to which the priest replies, “I’m sorry, my son, you’re mortally bankrupt.”

—J. Fred Muggs, failed humorist, “The Ironies of Necromantic Maturation”

I knelt on the hard stone and tried to renew Cassius’s bindings. I touched them again and again, calling some of my best memories to mind, but the threads wouldn’t hold any light. Somehow the wraith had drained their power, and I was growing emptier with each failed attempt to renew them. Cassius’s semblance was pulling away farther and farther from his body.

Around us, stones continued to fly back into place, re-forming the walls and ceiling of the Newgate cell. The grating of stone on stone was muted by a rushing wind that sucked like a great vacuum toward the darkness beyond the room. Beyond it all, I heard a crowd of angry voices from down near the clerk’s desk.

Lakshmi peeked out into the hall. “Brach’s Guildhall battalion has found us.”

I bowed my lantern in a bracing stroke and focused the light at the centurion’s threads. His bindings flared dimly but winked out just as fast.

Perhaps I needed a stronger memory of his strength. I played a revelatory stroke to brighten his shadow against the corner wall, intending to find a powerful moment from his past.

The noise in the hall turned from shouting to the clashing of metal. The openings in the walls and ceiling grew smaller as the winds continued to whip stones back into their place.

Then an occlusion turning inside Cassius’s shadow pulsed like a heart beating in long, painful rhythms. It emanated from a raw scar with rough edges torn in the shape of supplicating hands holding a tobacco leaf and roughly circled by a chain.

I’d seen this scar in the body of the man wearing the corpse paint—the guy who’d shot Henry and me. Why was it inside Cassius?

I shifted all my energy into a hard bracing stroke bright with the memory of Cassius’s family and bathed him with it.

His eyes fluttered open and I fell back onto my ass, numb and shaking my head in disbelief. “Tell me it’s not true, man. Tell me it wasn’t you.”

He sat up, frowned, and hung his head. “Cassius . . . you killed Henry.”

I stared at him, unable to hold a thought, just wanting it not to be true. I shook my head again, trying to will him to take it back.

Shouting and footfalls grew louder in the hall, and the wind began to shrill through the closing stonework.

Cassius finally nodded. “I did, Jack. Not in this body, but it was me nonetheless.”

It all came clear. Cassius’s semblance had been bound to the body of the killer that had carried out the hit on Henry. Then Cassius’s semblance had been transferred back to this body. But murder left an occlusion in the spirit—be it soul or semblance—and so would show in the shadow of whatever body that spirit was bound to.

Chuey hunkered down next to me. “Jack, you can be angry later, man.

Right now, we gotta go.”

I started to get up, but Cassius grabbed me by the sleeve. “I am not a hero, Jack. I am a bound servant who forsook his people, who could not save his family, and who accepted the commission against you and Henry because I no longer cared what happened to me.”

“You serve Brach.” “I did,” he said.

“That’s why you were there that night. You were watching for us.”

Church stepped close. “Jack, I understand what you’re feeling, but we can’t even try to stop Brach if we don’t get out of here now.”

I ignored him and stared at the centurion. “Are you still working for him?”

“No, Jack. That night, after my semblance returned to this body, I ran. I ran because I could no longer suffer the indignities they asked of me. I was prepared to simply let my bindings run out, slip back to the Strata, and lose all memory. After so many years of servitude and killing, I wanted nothing more than to forget. But as I ran, I realized I would also lose fond memories, and that’s when something your friend Mr. Wilkinson said began turning through my mind . . . ‘There’s always a choice.’ ”

“So you came after me.”

“I knew you were close. I hoped to convince you to rebind me. Get away from the Shiguan. Since that moment, my loyalty⁠—”

“You killed Henry,” I said again.

Cassius was quiet a moment. “You made me believe in your third option. You made me believe I could be something more than I am . . . Perhaps that was a false hope.”

“Does Emaline know about you?”

“My commission came directly from Muster Brach.”

Lady gently tapped my shoulder. “They’re coming, Jack. We have to go.”

Cassius struggled to his feet, gathered his weapon, and stared at me. I stared back. “Henry was the best man I ever knew.”

Cassius nodded and started for the door.

“I even asked you,” I called after him. “I asked you straight up if you killed Henry . . . and you lied to my face.”

He paused at the door and looked back. “I know, Jack. I am ashamed. And I am sorry. I have always managed to betray everything I love, even when it was not my intention.”

I felt like the kid at the window again, watching broken promises. The Essiene sutures in my wound throbbed and my head was pounding.

Across the hall, the Shiguan smashed in the door of a cell. The wind screamed through the last cracks in the walls and ceiling as stones began to seal them shut.

“I do not belong with you or your third option,” said Cassius. “Perhaps I never did.”

My mind cycled images: binding Cassius, and his vow to serve me; facing my would-be kidnappers outside my flat; the way he talked about his family at the Underworld; fighting the hellhound; even fighting the mature wraith here tonight. He’d put himself in danger for me again and again. I couldn’t deny that. The hell of it was, I considered him a friend.

But he’d killed Henry, lied to my face about it, and then kept that secret after everything we’d been through.

The Shiguan were at the door, and the last bit of cell wall had nearly fused shut. I could go to Cassius, forgive him, pull him back; or escape into the dark and leave him behind. Either way, I needed to get up. I just couldn’t find the will to do so.

Chuey hauled me to my feet. “Pull your head out, man. We need you.”

The cell door crashed open. Shiguan flooded into the room, shouting commands and waving spears. The wind shrieked through the last remaining hole in the opposite corner, pulling at our clothes.

I shook off Cassius’s betrayal—for now—and pointed toward the dark aperture. “Go.”

My friends dashed across the room and jumped through the hole into blackness. I stood there a moment longer, staring at Cassius—surrounded now by Shiguan—tears on his cheeks. Then I turned and dove after my friends into the dark.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE



The current world is, as Rome was, just another collection of expansionist zealots. But now, they come into the Strata to defile our stories and occupy our souls. Were it mine to set right, I would do as I did before and lead our Britons against the defilers. By gibbet, fire, or cross they would perish, and all of London would burn.

—Chancellor Boudica, Roman Stratum, a Strata Chancery disclosure

I hit the ground with my shoulder and rolled, my lantern throwing wheels of light against the darkness. I finally skidded to a stop on the stony ground, my knees and elbows throbbing with pain. Around me, a fine ash clouded the air. Trying to catch my breath, I sucked down a lungful and wound up in a coughing fit. When I got past it, I took a quick count—Lakshmi, Chuey, Lady, and Church were still with me.

They were looking up at something in the pitch-black sky.

I followed their gaze. A crack in the darkness was throwing golden light down on the rocky plain from Henry’s cell. Shadowy figures were moving hurriedly toward the gap—no sign of Cassius. Then the gap suddenly closed, leaving us in almost complete darkness. Lakshmi, like all raptorials, could see in the dark. For the rest of us my lamp shone a dull luminance.

In my shadow, there was a new tributary scar to the dark lake. It was raw and glowed bright. I knew it belonged to Cassius. I stood, stepped away from the ash cloud, and took a breath, trying to leave it behind—for now, at least. A few moments later, I was finally able to look around.

“Endless Dark,” I whispered. “There was no other choice.” “How’d you know, Jack?” asked Church.

“I’ll explain later. Right now we need to get back to the Iron Horse fast.” Chuey raised his hands. “Which way, man?”

Lakshmi jogged twenty feet ahead of us and dropped to one knee. “Semblance trail. Most of the footsteps go that way.” She pointed.

Remembering the compass sigil in vestige bindings, I bowed my lantern to be sure. The compasses in Church’s and Lady’s threads lit up, pointing in the same direction as Lakshmi.

“Yeah, that’s the way,” I said, and started to move. “And until we’re clear of the Dark, keep your minds busy, away from all this business with Brach and the wraith.” Other than Chuey, who shrugged, the others nodded, as if they’d been in the Dark before.

A few minutes later the blackness turned charcoal grey, then silver, then we were jogging through into the Victorian Stratum. Even with Dream Theater’s “Pull Me Under” spinning in my head, it was hard not to think about Cassius’s lie.

Beyond the Dark, we gathered our breath, then shuffled fast toward London, only to find a large mob of Shiguan at the Iron Horse. They were blocking Manette Street all the way across and fifty feet to either side of the Horse doors, which they’d clogged full. There was no telling how many were already inside.

Not wanting to fight our way through, we hurried past them to the corner building, helped each other up the wall of Baxter’s Phonographs on the Castle Street side, and crossed the shop roofs to the Iron Horse rear stair. We dropped into the stage-prop and costume room and raced into the music hall. I drew up short with a sick feeling in my gut.

Shiguan thanatists and vestiges had crowded right up to the edge of the ward, which cut across the back third of the music hall. I supposed they could have crossed the barrier if they were to remain civil, but either civility was beyond them or they knew clustering at the barrier would unsettle the Iron Horse folks.

And that it did.

The stage had been emptied, its scenery piled with chairs and tables to build a barrier across the center of the floor. Patrons huddled behind it, staring anxiously out at the Shiguan. The chorus singers held what looked like stage-prop swords. Spilled beer had pooled across the floor. Several of the patrons and performers turned expectant eyes on me.

I had no rousing speech for them and might not have had it in me to share even if I did. “The barricade is good thinking,” I managed. “Stay alert. We’ll think of something.” Then I retreated back into the prop and wardrobe room.

My friends gathered in a semicircle around me, sunlight from the windows falling in long stripes across their feet. In the midst of dusty costumes and wood scenery, I tried to think. But the hollows inside me from all the imparting in Henry’s cell had sapped my strength and will. And maybe as much as the hollows, it was Cassius. How fast he’d become a friend. And how deep his betrayal hurt.

“Damn it, Cassius,” I muttered.

“People can disappoint you,” said Church. “People can also change,” Lady added.

I hooked my finger under the elastics on my wrist, the old pressure mounting. The way Henry had left felt right, though it also felt like I’d lost him twice. But the centurion was now just another abandoner. I didn’t know how much more I could take. I lowered my head and stared at the dusty floor.

Then Chuey stepped close, kicking up dust with his boots. He began tapping the rhythm to Queen’s “We Are the Champions” on the floor with his macuahuitl.

I looked up. Chuey smiled and sang, “No time for losers.”

Chuey knew that sometimes you’ve got to leave the pain for later and deal with what’s right in front of you. I knew it, too. Life growing up around gangs will teach you that. But my good luck was I had Chuey to remind me.

“No time for losers,” I repeated.

“And we can certainly fight to the end,” Lady said—she was the Queen expert—“but these people here aren’t trained to fight. They’ll never last against the Shiguan.”

Church nodded. “At this point, it’s also improbable we’ll have evidence at the trial that Brach ordered the hits. You’ll be boxed, Jack. So, we’ve only a few hours to restore the ward before Brach seizes her song for his revolution.”

“I don’t know,” Chuey chimed in. “This Brach cat had some pretty heavy hitters with him already. Jack, man, did you see? Plant, Sting, McCartney . . . I mean, come on, bro, if he’s replacing those guys with copycats to peddle his own ideas?”

And that was just rock and metal. With policymakers like Morris in his pocket . . .

The prop-room door opened, and Emaline entered wearing a colorful flowing robe with broad shoulder sleeves and the same Bian Lian mask she’d worn the night of the attack on Tin Pan Alley.

“Can you all give me a minute?” I asked my friends.

“I’ll be just outside the door,” Lakshmi said, giving Emaline a wary look.

Once they’d filed out, Emaline removed her mask. “That was quite the exit you made at the Guildhall.”

“Brach didn’t leave us much choice,” I said. “Plus, he sent his wraith after Henry’s soul, which was probably our last best evidence that Brach had Henry killed.”

“I’m aware.”

“You knew he was holding Henry?” I asked.

“No, Jack.” Emaline pulled a cigarillo out, then put it away. “Brach has involved only the people necessary to each part of his plan.”

Made sense to me. “So, you didn’t know he was after the Ward’s song, either.”

“No, but as we’d hoped, you rattled him.” Finally some good news.

“I followed Brach to his apartment on a pretext”—Emaline gave a wry smile—“and overheard him ranting about losing both Henry and his bond to the wraith—a bond you must have severed when you fought it at Newgate.”

“Yeah,” I said. “We cut its bindings but lost the wraith itself.”

For the first time, Emaline hesitated. “Unfortunately, you’ve made the situation worse. The wraith knows how Brach intended to use it to launch his war, and now it’s no longer under his control. The destruction it could sow . . .”

I sighed. “None of this helps.”

“No, but this may: Brach is preparing to send his best darkthreaders after the wraith. They specialize in Strataform arcana and thanaturgic combat.”

“He wants to rebind it,” I said. “So, if I can get to it before them . . .” Emaline nodded. “That was my thought, as well. They’ll start tracking tomorrow. I’ll make a point of trying to assist, and get you the location.

You’ll need to be ready to move fast.”

I was glad to hear I’d get the evening to rest. I was running on fumes. “Sounds good.”

“Remember, Jack, a wraith’s Rupture is usually a painful memory or bitter regret. It’s the very thing that makes their lingering after death a misery and turns them hateful.”

I recalled the pain I’d sensed in the wraith. “Once I find it, how do I shine its Rupture back in a new way, to turn it?”

Emaline put a hand on my arm. “When you see that dusky flicker of its madness, the way to douse it will manifest itself.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning, the way to deal with a mature wraith is unique to each one. You won’t know how to subdue it until you’ve peered into its darkest heart.”

I took her free hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’d better get going.”

“Jack.” She got a little closer, that lilac scent again. “With the wraith unbound and the ward nearly gone, Brach will start gathering his army up and down the Strata. So, by all means, be quick . . . but please also be careful.”

It had been a long time since a woman had cared about me like this.

Whether I was here in the safety of the Iron Horse, or out facing the dangers of the Strata, Emaline always seemed to be there to help. It was different than with my friends. She and I didn’t share any history, and she was fighting to take down her own father, whose cause—despite his crazed plan—had tenable arguments. She stood to lose everything, and yet she’d helped me as much as anyone, even Cassius. Maybe more.

Looking into her eyes, I slipped my arms around her. She yielded to my touch and leaned against me, her thigh tucking in against mine. Then I leaned in and kissed her, pressing my lips against her soft, warm mouth and pulling her tight against my chest. She made a soft noise that hummed against my lips and put her hands in my hair, gently balling it in her fists. We kissed for several moments, sighing and breathing hard, wrapping ourselves as tightly together as we could. Then slowly we stopped, our eyes still locked as we held hands between us.

“I’m so very glad I met you, Jack Solomon.” She smiled, then replaced her mask and slipped from the wardrobe room, leaving me there with a racing heart and flush with desire.

In the silence and eddying dust motes, something occurred to me. I was about to chase down a wraith to renew the ward, but wasn’t sure—after healing Chuey and losing my third verse—whether the ward would still receive it from me.

I looked around—no loam to shove my hands in—and whispered, “Are you there?”

A half beat later, the costumes began to rustle, stirring more dust into the tired stripes of sunlight. Robes and dresses whipped up from their hangers, twirling and twisting together until a cloth and fabric version of the Ward stood hovering before me. A couple of red satin scarves wove themselves into layered folds to become the Ward’s face and mouth.

I stared a moment. “Something happened when I confronted Brach.”

We have felt it.

“I just . . . it’s gone. I know what my song is for now. But I can’t remember the song itself. Not the important part.”

You no longer feel forgiveness.

It was true. The hollow inside me where the Wembley memory might have been had returned to that old ache. “I should be better than needing a song to take care of this.”

Don’t be a fool. Songs have always been the way. But until you understand yours, until you find a way out of your past and back onto the path of forgiveness, you will be unable to renew us.

“So, the ward-bond is broken.” You are broken, Jack.

I nodded. “Fair enough. But right now, Brach is after your song. He wants it for his war. And since we’re not liking my chances at trial, our best shot is still binding this wraith. I’ll just have to try and figure out my past along the way. But Brach’s army is literally at your doorstep.”

I’ ll protect the Steps for as long as I can. She paused several moments. As for you, Jack, know that your song is not so very far away. Regardless of what happens to us, or the Strata, or your world, don’t ever cease its pursuit.

It sounded like something Henry would say.

The scarves unfolded, the robes and dresses dropped to the floor. Dust motes billowed up again into the weary sunlight falling down in shafts from the old prop-room windows.

I gathered my friends, and we tromped up to the Horse topside and each found a place to crash. I took the old couch, per usual. I didn’t shower or hum-read, though. Instead, I just sat staring at all the photos on the wall of Henry mugging with countless bands through the years and quietly singing “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door”—Dylan’s original version, which was pretty metal, if you asked me.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX



The Asphodel Meadows and the Endless Dark represent two states of the same transitory frame between death and whatever next existence a soul may find.

—Alex Peters, Soul States: A Transience Guide

Just after ten o’clock the following morning, we were racing down the Abyssal Steps toward the Renaissance Stratum. Emaline had texted me saying all she’d been able to learn was that Brach’s recovery team was headed there, and to hurry.

The stairs here had been crafted of stone blocks, but much of the mortar had eroded, dusting them with a sandy grit. The whole chamber smelled like a dry, crumbling well. And unlike the Steps above, they turned in a slow, arcing spiral downward.

They eventually dropped us at the stratum door, four black planks fastened together with thick iron nails and elaborate iron scrollwork in the shape of trees. A heavy iron ring hung at its center.

The old pressure rose, and the throbbing behind my eyes sent stabbing pains into my head. With it, the large scar in my soul began to shine bright amber, the light pulling at Lady’s sutures, escaping in streams. It was becoming a major disruption to my shadow’s gleam notes. I held my head as memory erupted . . .

. . . I dig in my drawer and find the honorable mention certificate for the

science fair project Mama helped me build. When I see her at Ardells, she’s going to see what a good team we make . . .

My project had been about meteorites. I’d told Henry about it one night while we lay on the roof of the Iron Horse. That was the first night . . .

. . . I try to sing Mama’s verse for Henry, but I can’t finish. He puts his hand on my shoulder, and London suddenly feels more like home than home ever did . . .

I’d put away some of the good times, I realized, because if I didn’t remember the good stuff, the bad stuff didn’t seem so bad.

I struggled toward the stratum door, traced the Who quote, and Church shoved the heavy door open. The room teemed with instruments—lutes, shawms, viols, sackbuts, naker drums, harps. Around them the familiar smells of chalk dust, linseed oil, and aging songbooks filled the air.

On the far side, we opened another door into a music schoolroom. Instructors in feathered hats, with blooming shirtsleeves and pantaloons, stood before children and teenagers seated in rough semicircles around the outer walls. Each instructor held a different instrument and gestured to chalkboards marked with music notation.

I stepped into the cacophony of barking teachers, screeching oboes, and thumping lap drums. Everyone stopped playing and turned wide eyes toward us. Lady rushed ahead and explained to them who we were so they wouldn’t panic.

My skin was slick with sweat, and I collapsed into a chair near the door, uselessly fingering the hair ties around my wrist.

Chuey bent close, his rosary in hand. He was acclimating better to the pressures of the Strata than I was. “The old memories?” he asked.

“And then some,” I said. “Just need a tune to get my balance.”

He looked around the room, then made directly for a harpsichord against the rear wall. He whipped back imaginary coattails, sat on the bench, and ripped into “The Fifth Door” by Mannheim Steamroller. Chuey had a terrible voice, but he could have been a concert pianist.

The forceful rhythms and melody got inside me, soothing the ache and pressure. When I could think clearly again, I realized the song was part of a Renaissance-style fantasia sequence and smiled over at Chuey. He mugged back at me—we hadn’t wasted our library days. He then finished the song with a flourish, the music instructors and students breaking into immediate applause.

I took a deep breath, grabbed my bow, and pulled a long reverse stroke against two contact rods on my lantern, the way Madam had shown me. Darkshine filled the room, and I called to mind the coda-style pattern I’d seen in the mature wraith and all its souls.

In the darkness, I saw glimmerings of the coda symbol. But they seemed too weak to be the collection of the wraith’s many souls. I turned a slow circle until I saw a flaring coda pattern against the music room’s west wall.

When the darkshine faded, the music instructors and students were gaping at me.

Lady returned to my side. “You all right?”

“Good as I’m gonna be,” I said. “Did you let them know what’s going on?” “They’re ward-folk,” she replied. “They can feel it collapsing. They were more concerned with the rumors that you killed Henry. But I set them straight.”

Church raised his voice to address the entire school. “Any of you who has a weapon, keep it at hand.”

The instructors began to marshal the students together as my friends and I hurried across the room and out the door into the street.

The daylight of the Renaissance Stratum shone brighter and more golden than any stratum I’d been to. Smoke filled the southeast sky, but the light turned it shades of wheat and hay. I still marveled to think this was all somehow underground. Or was it? But beneath all that golden light, a few yards outside the door, several dozen prowlers crowded the edge of the ward.

“The barrier hasn’t collapsed as far on the lower strata,” Lakshmi observed. “But there’s still no way through.”

Prowler shadows revealed thanatists, vestiges, and semblances, most of them bearing the mark of the Shiguan. They eyed us close, daring us to cross the barrier.

I turned to Chuey. “You still have your Bluetooth speaker on you?” “Is D minor the saddest of all keys?” He pulled the speaker from his pack and handed it to me. This baby could push forty watts.

I thumbed it on, paired it with my phone, and booted up Cannibal Corpse’s “Hammer Smashed Face.” I pushed the volume to the top and thrust the speaker toward the prowling horde. The brutal thrashing drums and riffs boomed. Some of the mob covered their ears, others threw hand signs used to ward off evil as they ran. But they all scattered away.

“Legions of the dead don’t like Cannibal Corpse,” I said. “Seems hypocritical.”

I shot toward Greek Street, motioning my friends to follow. With the wicked strains of Cannibal Corpse filling the air, we escaped unfollowed. I pulled the darkshine stroke several more times, guiding us down cobbled and muddied byways and through well-heeled crowds gathered near art exhibitions, bookshops, and academies.

We turned past a burned-out home onto Brook Street and came to a regal house so new I could smell the freshly cut stone. There was something familiar about it that I couldn’t quite place. I bowed my lantern one last time. The flare of the wraith’s coda pattern appeared near the roof.

“Get your weapons ready,” I said, and started for the open front door. Just beyond the foyer, a thanatist and three vestiges, all bearing the Shiguan mark, lay dead on the stairs. Blood was splattered everywhere.

“Part of a recovery team,” Lakshmi said.

I led my friends over the bodies and up the stairs to the top floor. In the uppermost hall, three more Shiguan lay dead, two whose semblances were floating above their vestige shells.

Just behind them, a door stood ajar.

I crept past the bodies, eased around the doorjamb, and peered into the room. It was the picture of Renaissance splendor: a vast apartment with high ceilings, dark wood paneling, silver candlesticks, and countless paintings depicting musicians in recital. Nothing had been disturbed, and the wraith was nowhere to be seen. But the air had grown suddenly chill, and my breath began to cloud. I focused on the wraith and tried not to let it affect my mood.

In the far corner a ladder ascended into what I assumed to be an attic crawl space. Above us, something crashed, rumbling the ceiling, and someone shouted. I rushed to the ladder, swapped my lantern for my knife, and started up.

A man screamed.

A moment later, I stepped into one end of a spacious attic, my friends behind me. The wraith stood halfway down the left wall. It still towered eight feet tall, but its smoky black form had drawn itself into breeches, a doublet, and a long Elizabethan cloak.

On the right, facing the wraith, stood three vestiges: a tall chap with knee-high boots, a fellow with a hunched back, and a woman with a nose ring. Behind them stood the red-maned thanatist in the flowing chocolate coat and white ruffled shirt that I’d seen the night Henry was shot.

Against the far wall sat a desk littered with papers. Above the desk rose a large window, to its left a spinet, and to its right a lute and small wooden box. The wraith suddenly disgorged from its smoky form a vestige onto the floor. He lay motionless near several feet of binding thread, charred dark and smoking. The thanatist shouted to the tall chap. “Again, spool out more thread!”

The vestige raised a long spindle and spun it hard. Thread unwound like line cast from a reel.

The thanatist raised his lantern and bowed its rods in a fast seesaw motion. Light from his stone grabbed the thread midair and spun it in broad loops around the wraith’s chest and arms. The human form of it began to roil at the edges like billowing clouds. It shrieked and thrashed, trying to tear the Orcus loose.

“We can’t let them have it,” I said. “Help me get close enough to cut it free.”

We started forward. Lakshmi got ahead of me and kicked the hunched vestige against the wall to clear a path. The thanatist furiously played his lantern, tightening the Orcus, as he watched me close in.

Nose Ring rushed in from my side, but Chuey dove and tackled her to the floor.

The tall chap danced in with a set of axes. But Lady cracked him across the arms with her baton and drove him back with a blunt jab to the forehead.

The thanatist played a hard assault stroke at me. A percussive burst of light slammed into my shadow and dropped me to my knees. I couldn’t breathe. Then he played several bracing strokes, and his vestiges scrambled to their feet, forming a line in front of him.

The wraith screamed, a cacophonous bray that caused the Shiguan’s lantern to sputter as though the ghost stone would go cold. But the thanatist hummed the light to twice its prior shine and returned to his binding play. This time, though, he stroked two rods of the lantern. A dissonant harmony rang out, turning his lamplight into a flickering beam. He focused the shimmering rays on a deeper part of the wraith. I couldn’t see what, but whatever the thanatist had found caused the wraith to howl in a spectrum of voices.

Just as I caught my breath, Church hauled me to my feet and bowled ahead. “Follow me in,” he cried, and whipped his satchel around like a rotor, turning aside vestige weapons and clearing another path to the wraith.

I dashed in and slashed with my khopesh, cutting through the Orcus around the wraith’s chest. The thread flashed a bright crimson, amber, and gold, a rush of wind whipping back my hair, then it fell and began to darken.

“Fool!” cried the thanatist, playing frantically, trying to restore the thread. For a moment, it appeared his light would tie the ends together. But Lakshmi crept up from behind him and sliced his bowstrings with her blade. The bow clacked uselessly against the lantern’s brass support post. Before I could grab my own Orcus, the wraith let out another deafening scream that momentarily sapped my strength. In a whirlwind, it rushed past the thanatist to the far end of the attic, where it slammed great billowing fists down on the desk, cracking the frame and legs.

It then shot to the corner and stomped the wooden chest beneath its wispy dark boot, spilling out reams of paper.

Screaming again, it shattered the large window above the broken desk. Glass rained down in shards across the floor. The wraith spared a glance back at us, then rushed through the gaping hole, the black smoke of its coattails trailing as it jumped from the attic.

The thanatist and his crew turned on me.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN



Not all souls and semblances want to move on after death. The mountain of fire is a reward for some, but a chastening for others.

—Thomas Vincent, The Awakening of Fire

The Shiguan thanatist with the bushy red mane stepped past his vestige crew toward me, his boots crunching on shards of broken window glass. He stopped at the center of the attic, glaring, and a heavy quiet fell around us.

Behind me, Lady whispered. “That’s Henry Purcell, Jack. For centuries his songbook Orpheus Britannicus was a daily part of dame school. He’s London’s best Renaissance composer.”

And largely forgotten. Like Bazalgette and Swan.

“You’re a fool to have freed a mature wraith,” Purcell said.

Lakshmi stepped up next to me. “The way I see it, we just stopped you from committing the Precedent crime of binding a mature wraith.” “The Precedent is due for reform.” Purcell pointed his stringless bow at me. “You are fortunate this was not a contest between you and me.”

I rubbed my chest, which still ached from Purcell’s assault strokes. “I don’t feel fortunate.”

He shook his head. “You have no idea what you’ve done.” “I think I do,” I said.

Purcell stared at his useless bow. “Your world is no friend to us. They plagiarize and pilfer, with no sense of the cost to us . . . or them.”

“What have we taken?” I honestly wanted to know.

Purcell scoffed. “Your lewd and nihilistic Clockwork Orange film bastardized my funerary music for Queen Mary. Mr. Jethro Tull’s A Passion Play is low mimicry. And perhaps worst of all, those noisy bumpkins the Who stole my harmonies and plagiarized my suspended chords for heretical songs about wizards and fools. It’s shameful.”

“You stole as much from German polyphony and Italian baroque,” I said. His brow rose. “Such a provincial assessment of my work from a topsider is not surprising. In any case, you’re missing the point. Without provenance—by which I mean visible and proper attribution by topside imitators—the Strata artist loses a bit of himself.” “Like, metaphorically?” Chuey asked.

Purcell ignored him. “For myself, compositional skills are . . . fading. And the same is true for every artist and craftsman in the Strata. I simply want accountability, and a topside forum to share my continued works, as do many of us below.”

Church put his cane-knife away. “And there’s no way to achieve this other than going to war with the mortal world?”

“You have no idea what you’ve done,” Purcell said again. “But you may trust that I will undo it.”

He shooed away his recovery team and they started for the ladder. Lakshmi stepped into their path to stop them, but I shook my head. “We don’t have time to tangle with these guys.”

Purcell grunted as he and his team descended from the attic. I rushed the other way, leaned out the broken window, and quickly bowed the darkshine again. The wraith’s pattern was gone.

Around me, papers were riffling in the wind; some pulled past me through the window into the breeze high above the street. It was sheet music. Most of it still lay strewn under broken glass across the shattered desk. An inkwell had spilled over a stack of empty parchment scattered to one side.

I ducked back inside and bent closer to examine the notation. They were like musical prayers. Beautiful, triumphant, heartbreaking melodies, but all of them about redemption in one way or another. More than that, I knew some of them: Xerxes, Jephtha, Water Music. At the top of each page was written . . . George Frideric Handel.

I leaned against the broken desk to steady myself. Handel.

The pile of rubble we’d stepped over at Westminster had been right in front of the Handel memorial. If Brach had gotten hold of Handel’s bones, he might have used them when he bound this wraith, hoping to reconstitute the composer, maybe force him to write music for the Shiguan revolution and eliminate songwriters who would not.

But every soul inside the wraith bore the coda mark of a composer, which meant even before Brach bound Handel, the composer had only been consuming songwriters. And he’d obviously already been sitting here in the Strata, composing and recomposing his own songs. Why?

I started shuffling through the sheet music.

“Jack, bro”—Chuey shouldered his macuahuitl—“what’s the deal?” “I don’t know,” I said. “Give me a minute.”

I looked through the operas, oratorios, odes, masques, and cantatas. I scanned anthems, arias, and hymns. I didn’t see Messiah, which struck me odd, given its popularity, but I could have missed it in my haste.

Nevertheless, the creature seemed to have an incessant need to compose. There must have been a thousand songs. Some from the oeuvre we knew, but most of them were new compositions by the master. In fact, all across the broken desk and floor lay music the world would never hear. What a shame that such beauty would languish in a dwindling past. But Handel must have known his songs would have no living audience. Yet, he continued to compose. I couldn’t make sense of it.

Church was inspecting the untouched spinet on the left, so I walked over to the opposite corner. The lute here was likewise unscathed, but Handel had stomped the small wooden trunk into pieces. I bent over to inspect the reams of papers that had cascaded out . . . countless handwritten copies of Messiah.

I leafed through version after version. Dates scrawled in the top right corner helped me track the revisions, which seemed to mature in subtlety with each reworking. There was also a number below each date: the earliest score had the numeral 1; the most recent said 49. And beside each of the numbers were notes: caroler, Dunstaple—polyphony, jazz pianist, and on and on.

Beneath all the copies of Messiah, I found a stack of a pamphlets called The Musical Times and Singing-Class Circular, a kind of music newsletter. It seemed to be a collection of interviews and reviews.

Finally, I picked up the topmost version of Handel’s most famous score and hummed a few notes, listening to the differences from what I’d heard at Cadogan Hall the past three Christmases, or ever. It was beautiful. Changed, and yet suffused with the same joyous spirit.

I didn’t know what to make of any of this, but I thought if I kept this version with me—and could get a minute to study it—I might be able to understand what Handel was doing, which might help with the context I’d need to turn him. It wasn’t going to be enough, but it might help, and it was the best idea I had. So, I folded the newest version of Messiah into my pack, then turned to my friends.

“The wraith’s driving persona is Handel.” Chuey gaped. “No way. The Handel?” Church took a sharp breath. “Dear me.”

“ ‘Dear me’ is right,” I said. “But we need to learn something more about him, something that will lead us to his Rupture. Without that, we don’t stand a chance of binding him.”

Lakshmi sheathed her sword. “Perhaps not even then.”

“You need a library, bro,” Chuey said. “Preferably one with access to Handel source material.”

From Handel’s home, we made fast for Westminster Abbey.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT



True Illumination occurs when thanatists strengthen their thanaturgic light with specific knowledge and understanding.

—Raptorial Julien, “The Menace of Wraiths”

The luminous sky of the Renaissance Stratum gave Westminster Abbey the look of a bright castle. We approached the Dean’s Yard entrance, and the door opened before we even had a chance to knock. A squat abbot peered out at us. “We’re closed,” he said.

I fished Kincaid’s St. Jude medallion out of my pocket and held it up for the man to see. He squinted at it, then opened the door and shooed us inside.

“Follow me, please,” he said.

I didn’t have it in me to travel the Strata just then. Besides, we’d probably have more luck searching Westminster archives in this stratum, closer to Handel’s lifetime. “Could you get a message to Father Kincaid up top?” I said. “Ask him to please meet us down here. In the meantime, maybe there’s someplace we could rest?”

The abbot looked us over. “Very well.”

He led us past the cloister and across toward the Chapter House. Through an open door on the left, we saw a small gathering around a casket.

“I thought you were closed,” I said to the abbot.

“It’s a private memorial for Lady Mary Montagu,” he told us. “She was a friend of the abbey.”

Lady gasped.

I came around next to her. “You okay?”

“She was a pioneer of inoculation,” Lady said. “This funeral means the topside world has relegated her to the margins of history . . . her candle has been doused and her semblance with it. Such a shame.”

The abbot herded us into the Chapter House.

The stained glass windows seemed ablaze with the bright sky of the Renaissance Stratum. Thick shafts of colorful light streaked down to the tiled floor. But the paintings on the wall—depictions of the apocalypse—gave the chamber a solemn feeling. You could almost feel kings’ councils debating here in the years before Parliament.

“Wait here,” said the abbot, shutting the door behind him on his way out.

We sat on a bench against the wall, content for a moment’s peace. The Chapter House here was similar to the one topside. But something about it seemed . . . holier. Before I’d stopped going to St. Frances Cabrini, I’d wondered if prayers and faith got into the places where people share them. I was a kid then, but if there was anything to that, it strangely jived with what I’d learned about Strata-folk—their convictions ran deeper than those of the average topsider.

After a few minutes, Kincaid came through the door, a rod in one hand, the other hanging from his belt. He was a bit red-eyed, but all things considered looked okay.

I pushed myself up from the stiff wooden bench. “Can we talk?” He eyed me, Lakshmi, and the rest. “Where’s Cassius?”

We didn’t have the time, and I didn’t have the will to explain it all to him. “He’s alive. He’s just made some different choices.”

Kincaid hefted the rod in his hand. “If there was ever a man worth your trust or forgiveness⁠—”

“Got it,” I said. “And I’m sorry, Father, but can we set that aside for now? We’re in a hurry.”

He nodded. “I mean no offense,” he said, scrubbing his face, “but I’d rather hoped you wouldn’t be back.”

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“Because I figured if you returned, it would mean your wraith was still killing people.” He crossed himself.

“We dismissed the wraith that came into the Abbey the other night,” I told him. “But something far older has been called up.”

He stared back. “Older? ”

“Many, many souls,” Lakshmi said. “Muster Brach bound it to his cause, and it’s fed voraciously for days. But now it’s free again.”

I quickly filled Kincaid in on the wraith, Brach’s plan, and how we hoped to use the wraith to stop that plan.

Kincaid hefted his rod again. “How can I help?”

“You told me you know about the people buried here in the Abbey. George Handel would be one of them, right? I need you to tell us everything you about know him.”

Kincaid’s eyes grew wide. “Handel? That’s your wraith?”

“What do you know about him?” I pressed. “Not his accomplishments.

Tell us about his disappointments.”

Kincaid shrugged his broad shoulders. “I don’t know what to tell you, Jack. His father died when he was twelve. He left home soon after that to pursue music and began to grow a reputation. Even Handel’s peers, Bach among them, spoke highly of him, though today most people only remember his Messiah.”

Church raised a hand. “We don’t have much time, Jack. What are you looking for? You’ve got to be more precise.”

I thought a moment. “We need to know why Handel’s spirit is writing out old songs and composing new ones, when there’s no apparent audience. You said before that you have archives.”

He nodded and led us from the Chapter House, past a locked door, and up a spiral staircase to a private room. Rich wood bookshelves with attached study desks lined each side of a long, wide hall. Down its center were glass cases of rare volumes and notation. The room had that library silence to it, the smell of old books and old wood, and an air of knowledge and secrets.

Halfway down the right side we entered a row inscribed with an H. Kincaid pointed to two shelves. “There’s a lot to sift through.”

“Let’s skip the compositions,” I said, feeling I probably had the most important piece of Handel music in my pack, anyway.

“What exactly are we looking for?” Lady asked.

“Journals,” I said. Handel was a genius, a monumental figure, but he was still rewriting Messiah, as if he felt he hadn’t got it quite right. It was crazy to think even he might have this problem, too. “Letters, interviews. Anything that might reveal how Handel felt about his own music.”

Kincaid began to pull volumes from the shelves. “Handel was a notorious perfectionist. It alienated him from many of his friends and associates.”

Kincaid handed out books to everyone, and we began scanning through them.

“Man, this is tough to read. It’s like a bunch of scribbles,” Chuey said. “Can you narrow it down any further, bro?”

I remembered the smashed trunk in Handel’s attic. “Look for references to a newsletter called The Musical Times and Singing-Class Circular.”

Everyone sat at one of the little desks and dove in. A few minutes passed before Chuey mumbled, “This is like looking for a major chord in a death-metal tune.” After about thirty minutes, Lady happened on a reproduction of The Musical Times from June 1, 1773.

“Listen to this,” she said,“it’s based on a story from librettist Thomas Morell”:

The work, as often happens with non-success, was a great favourite of its composer. Asked “if he did not consider the grand chorus in the Messiah (probably the ‘Hallelujah’) his best production,” he replied that “He thought the Chorus ‘He Saw the Lovely Youth’ from Theodora Act II far beyond it.” He was nettled at the audiences’ unenthusiastic response to it.

“How does this help us?” Lakshmi asked.

I pointed at Kincaid. “You said something before: most people only know Handel for Messiah. In his attic study, I found an old trunk filled with version after version of it.”

“Then you’re saying,” asked Church, “that he’s angered by our preference for Messiah over his other music?”

That didn’t feel quite right. “I think he’s trying to prove something. To himself. Maybe to someone else. Because other than hardcore classical enthusiasts, people have reduced his entire body of work to a single passage of music. And to his mind, it’s not even his best stuff.”

Kincaid set down his book on a dusty shelf. “Handel’s original score for Messiah was written for a small performance house in Dublin with just a few vocalists, a solo trumpet, some strings, and that was about it. We’ve a copy of it here in our archives.”

“Nobody remembers it that way,” Chuey said.

“He wrote the whole oratorio in three weeks,” Kincaid continued. “Then he spent the rest of his life rewriting it again and again to suit the performers, the venues, the librettist . . . the people. As it grew in popularity, audiences wanted bigger productions, massive choirs.”

“And yet he never thought it good enough.” I knew a little about that feeling. “He’s still revising.”

Lakshmi set her book aside. “Why wouldn’t a composer simply take joy and pride in the appreciation of his work?”

I shook my head. “Something won’t let him be defined by that one song, the way it is. It’s kind of . . . well, it’s kind of like a prison. And either the fame of it or his need to get it right has become the very thing that keeps him from moving on.”

Church tapped his cane on the floor. “Is this the context you need to see his Rupture and subdue him, Jack?”

“I can’t be sure,” I said. “But either way, what we need now is to find him.” “And if you bind him”—Lakshmi’s eyes were distant—“he’ll never finish his song, will he?”

I’d never heard Lakshmi speak so . . . unraptorially. “Are you saying you think the world is abusing the past?”

Her eyes seemed to focus. “Regardless of what I think, I’m sworn to defend Precedent Law, and I take that oath seriously. But if I’m honest, my husband lives on the Modern Stratum . . . it’s not easy to watch a philosopher slowly lose his ability to reason.”

“I thought you met him at the Buck ’N’ Bull,” I said.

“I did,” she replied, “in the Showplace. He poured me a lime and tonic and hooked me with Aquinas. But before that, in his mortal life, he taught at Imperial College.”

“Dude’s a bartender now?” Chuey asked.

Church smiled at Lakshmi. “Where better for a wise man to share his gift?”

“My point is that some of Brach’s contentions are defensible,” Lakshmi said. “His sin is his overreach. But most of the Strata and half the chancery will look past that in exchange for the changes he’s promising with his revolution.”

Church shut his book. “For which he seeks not Handel’s Messiah but ‘The Lays of Resolve.’ ”

“So then why Handel’s wraith, in particular?” Kincaid asked.

I thought back. “Brach told us he was maturing the wraith toward something he called its ‘final form.’ ”

Kincaid gaped. “Dear Lord, Jack. ‘Final form’ is the language of the ward-bond. Brach must have been grooming this wraith to replace the Iron Horse ward. If it were bound to him and installed, the Ward’s song and all the wisdoms of the Ancient Stratum would be Brach’s alone.”

“Handel may not be bound to Brach this moment,” said Church, “but Purcell is still in pursuit of the wraith. So, we need to know where Handel might go.”

“After I cut away his bindings, he touched me.” I recalled the wraith’s sandpaper feel. “While we were connected, he told me he was still going to the Ancient Stratum. ‘To finally finish it,’ he said. He was obsessed . . .”

“Because of his loyalty to Brach?” Lady asked.

My hands began to tremble. “Handel has only consumed songwriters. He was eliminating them so Brach could replace them with mummers who would write and play only his revolution music.” I recalled the unscathed spinet and lute in his attic office, same as Jimmy’s and Angela’s guitars, which Handel had been sure not to damage—a twisted respect for his victim’s instruments. “But even before Brach bound him, Handel was only enlarging himself with songwriters. I saw it in their shadows.” “Imagine how moody he must be by now, then,” Chuey quipped.

“Why on earth would he do that to himself?”

“I think it’s for their skill.” I pulled Handel’s most recent Messiah from my pack and placed it on the study desk. I explained as best I could the progression of the many versions we’d found in Handel’s attic. Then I pointed to the number forty-nine next to the date. “I can’t be sure, but I have a feeling this represents the number of souls Handel possessed in the writing of this version of his song.”

Church ran a hand over his bald head. “And Brach has shown Handel a path to our Ward, one of the oldest, most powerful songwriters in all the Strata.”

I nodded, scanning the music again. It really was beautiful. “That’s got to be why Handel’s going down for himself now . . . ‘Finishing it’ must mean killing the Ward and taking her song in hopes it will give him the power to finally complete his own.”

“But the Ward still holds the Steps,” Lady said.

Lakshmi stood. “Yes, but Handel is a powerful wraith and the Ward has been weakened, which may embolden him to try and force his way down.” “The Ward told me she would rather fight than wither away.” I put the sheet music back in my pack. “And she can let whomever she wants pass down the Steps.”

“You think the Ward would allow it?” Lakshmi asked. “To make a final stand, perhaps?”

“We’ve got to go.” I tried to stand, but my legs gave out and I collapsed back down.

My friends needed me to get up, but my stamina was gone. The small hollows that had opened inside me every time I’d imparted a piece of myself seemed to be catching up with me. How could I descend through history like this, let alone face a wraith of Handel’s magnitude? My heart was willing, but I just felt tired . . . small.

Kincaid sat next to me. “You look weary. Maybe I can help.” I knew where this was going. “Heal me, you mean?”

“After a fashion,” Kincaid said.

I’d done something like this for Chuey—the elanothalia drycraeft—but I sensed what Kincaid meant was something a little different. Trouble was, much as I liked the priest, I still had feelings about prayers and such that went back a long time. Probably more of the forgiveness path the Ward said I needed to get back on.

Those misgivings were hard to let go, though. Some of them had hardened me for the street, and that wasn’t all bad. But I needed help, or I wasn’t getting up. “All right,” I finally said.

Kincaid laid his hand over mine and silently shared a beautiful empathy that passed down deep into my soul. It was as quiet and hopeful as the sunrise. It soothed my scars, made them seem bearable, and restored a few simple, pleasant memories—Aunt Gloria chasing off the bullies, Dad fixing my bike chain—where hollows had been.

It wasn’t just that I felt stronger. I felt . . . more like myself. And I was so happy to have back these little parts of me that I’d lost.

I took a deep breath—deeper than I had in a while—and stared back at Kincaid. Instead of imparting one of his memories to restore me, he’d given me back some of my own. “How . . .”

“Not everything is thanaturgy.” He offered a half smile. “Our burdens are the very things that make us strong, Jack, the very things a friend is pleased to help shoulder. And like the bones in my abbey, memory carries a residue of the soul that can be reconstituted when given a little care.”

This priest was all right. And maybe I’d let myself hate on guys like John for far too long. “Thank you.”

He nodded. Then he reached into his pocket and handed me a spinner of dark-blue twine. “Lingual thread. For you and your friends. Worn at the neck, it will remove language barriers in the deep Strata.”

“Thanks,” I said again, then handed him Handel’s most recent Messiah. “For safekeeping.”

He gently took the score. “Jack,” he added, “descending that far is risky. I’ve replenished some of what you’ve lost. But for young thanatists, the increasing weight of the past tends to call up deeper memories.”

“I’ve felt a little of that already.”

Kincaid looked at me and Chuey. “Pause on each stratum long enough to center yourselves, or you won’t survive the descent.”

He walked us back through the Abbey and out the Dean’s Yard door. “Godspeed, my friends,” Kincaid called after us.


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE



The summoning of mature wraiths is forbidden, for such beings, even if successfully bound, invariably promote Strata imbalance and loss of life.

—Precedent Law, Rule Three

Then we got close to the Iron Horse on the Renaissance Stratum, we found the Shiguan throng had completely filled Manette Street and spilled out onto Castle Street. It was getting dark, and linkboys stood around lighting the street with pitch-and-tow torches. Vestiges, semblances, thanatists, and other beings I couldn’t place milled restlessly, readying for Brach’s invasion. There seemed no way to get to the Iron Horse door, and I didn’t think my Cannibal Corpse trick was going to work on a crowd this big. We were losing time getting to the Ancient Stratum. The wraith could be there now.

“We only need the Abyssal Steps from the Roman to the Ancient Stratum,” Lakshmi said. “We could take the Dials steps from here to⁠—”

I shook my head. “We don’t have time to zigzag our way down.”

A horse carriage was rolling up Castle Street behind us—gave me an idea. I darted toward it, grabbed the lead horse’s tack, and pulled the team to a stop. “We need to borrow this,” I told the driver.

The guy pulled his whip back as if he meant to lash me. Lakshmi leapt up and ripped the whip from his hand. “Do as the man says. Precedent business.”

The driver grumbled but climbed down. Church, Chuey, and Lady clambered in back. Lakshmi joined me on the trundle bench. I yanked the reins toward the Iron Horse and cracked the whip.

The horses took off at a run directly toward the crowd. “Stand back,” I cried out.

Carriage wheels rumbled; horseshoes struck stone in a frenzied rhythm. The crowd shouted and swore at us, but scurried out of the way. Torchlight glinted off serrated daggers, swords, and polearms. We plowed ahead.

“Be ready,” I called to my friends.

I angled close to the door, bumped up over the steps, and jerked the horses to a stop. We jumped down and shoved our way violently through the crowd gathered in the entryway. Shiguan vestiges punched us and grabbed at our clothes, but we shot through the ward barrier to safety. The semblance music instructors and students stood against the far wall, clutching their instruments. A few held music stands out like weapons.

The mob outside the barrier got loud, hurling insults at us. Someone called me a yaldson—meaning son of a whore. What I wouldn’t have given to be here under different circumstances.

Lakshmi eyed the Shiguan. “Some of these are deep-Strata recovery teams. Once the ward fails, they’ll descend to the Ancient Stratum to seize the Ward’s song and finalize Brach’s invasion.”

“Then let’s not give them the chance.” I turned to the instructors and students. “Were any of you Path-ka for Henry?”

One of the instructors raised his hand.

I went over to him. “I’ll leave the Steps door open in the instrument room. The ward seems to extend a bit farther on each lower stratum. So, if you have to, lead the others down the Steps. Just stay behind the ward for as long as you can. But you may have to fight back before it’s over.” He nodded hesitantly.

With the mob still roaring behind us, we stepped through the instrument room to the stair door. I traced the lock, and we paused long enough for me to cut several lengths of Kincaid’s lingual thread. I made necklace loops for my friends and handed them around, coming to Chuey last.

“The deeper we go, the more you and I are going to feel it,” I said. Chuey showed me his rosary. “I’m all beaded up.”

I chuckled and put a lingual thread around my own neck—I’d done nothing yet to learn about xenoglossia. Then I got out my lantern, called the ghost stone to life, and we hustled down the Steps toward the Ancient Stratum.

The steps down from the Renaissance Stratum were chiseled directly into stone. The passageway had the feel of a mine, with the musty smell of crumbled rock and dry roots. The stairs weren’t as even as above—they twisted downward like switchbacks on a canyon wall—which made it slow going. Partway down, a cool, misty breeze blew in from the left. I swung my lantern around to find the shore of a vast dark lake. It reminded me of those misty views in amusement park rides when you’re traveling through tunnels on little boats. Flutters and groans echoed out of the darkness across the water.

We kept moving. Only a few steps farther down, my sutured wound began to ache, and a blinding pressure began spinning in my head like a migraine . . .

. . . Ms. Rojas, the Westmont librarian, hands me a brass handbell. It’s an award for finishing the young historian unit. “ You have a bright future,” she says. I’m going to show Mama at Ardells . . .

I shook my head, trying to rid myself of the memories carrying me toward that damned bakery.

. . . On the walk home with my award, three members of the South Side Locos corner me and start to beat me. I go down but just then, a couple of guys from my wet-laundry metal crew show up . . .

I hadn’t thought about that in a long time. Made me feel a little better. “Jack, bro, I need some air,” Chuey said, gasping.

I nodded, struggling to breathe myself.

“Neither of you will be of any use if you don’t acclimate soon.” Lakshmi hooked an arm around Chuey. Church did the same for me.

A few steps more and the door to the Medieval Stratum came into view. It was a narrow, double door of greying wood, with a small, rusted knob, and framed in arched, beige limestone, like the Norman doors at Westminster Abbey.

I staggered down the last few steps and traced the lock. Lakshmi pushed open the door, letting through a distant harmony of a cappella voices, and we stepped into the crypt of a small medieval church. Low vaulted ceilings of dark stone arched overhead. Around the edges were low, dusty benches and chairs. An unassuming altar stood below a boarded window. Two unlit candles had been burned to the nub, lending the air the scent of cold candle wax. And rusted iron plaques with names carved in relief hung from bolts on the walls.

We wove through the crypt past a few limestone sarcophagi to a set of stone steps and climbed up into the church nave. The heavy scent of incense and oiled rosewood hung in the air. All around us the stone walls and vaulted ceilings echoed with a Gregorian chant.

The singers stood in the choir stalls, facing the altar, their voices washing over me, slowly clearing my head. But Chuey was pale and bent over, working his rosary. I asked the others to wait while I helped him past the small congregation toward the outside door to grab some air. Halfway across the apse, we slipped through the protection of the ward. We finally stepped out of the church into medieval London. Wattle-and-daub homes and shops were wedged together on both sides of the dirt street. Crests hung above the doorways showing allegiances to one ruler or another. A few of the signs bore symbols of trade—a hammer and anvil, a compass and quill.

Everything seemed caught in a sad winter light, and a grim procession of grey clouds swept across the sky. Doom-metal fans would have loved it.

The road was a narrow sludge pit, men and horse carts trudging through the muck. Nearby, two boys played swordfight with sticks while their friends watched and shouted encouragement. A mangy dog trotted toward us with a bone in its mouth.

Then we heard marching boots from up the lane. The street urchins scattered. Men and horses cleared the road. Even the dog scuttled away, disappearing down an alley, leaving us alone in the street.

Moments later, mobs of men and women came parading up the road toward the church, armed with everything from swords and spears to pitchforks and shovels. Others carried lanterns, leather folios, and instruments. Most had the Shiguan mark emblazoned on their tunics in scarlet red.

Chuey blew a long sigh, stood up, and stuffed his rosary in his pocket. We hurried back inside the church, closed the big doors, and barred them shut. Then, working forward from the back pew, we alerted the parishioners and herded them inside the ward.

Just as the last few were crossing to safety, the church doors began to rattle. A moment later something began slamming them. Booming echoes brought the chant to a halt. I hurried up to the priest at the altar.

“W-what’s going on?” he stammered.

“Keep your people inside the ward,” I told him. He studied my face. “Are you the new steward?” “I’m doing what I can⁠—”

The church doors crashed in. Thanatists, vestiges, and semblances flooded in and up against the barrier, shouting and brandishing their weapons. Parishioners inside the ward muttered and clung to one another. A few grumbled at the mob. Most could do little more than tremble. One boy had soiled his trousers.

“Keep the choir singing,” I told the priest. “Trust me, it helps.” “Whatever you’re doing,” he said, “p-please hurry.”

As the choir haltingly started to sing again, we rushed back through the crypt to the Abyssal Steps.


CHAPTER SIXTY



While it has been centuries since we’ve exercised the alliance between our two cities’ Strata, it may at last be time to do so again.

—Chancellor Grace O’Malley, intercepted missive to Luxor, Egypt

I led my friends down the Abyssal Steps, barely able to hold up my lantern. Sweat drenched my face, and the ache in my sutures was getting tough to bear. With Church’s help, I staggered down the stairway passage, which had been chiseled from cold ground. Here and there, it had caved in, forcing us to crawl over piles of rock and dirt.

The old pressure started to trip-hammer behind my eyes. I finally had to stop. The shimmering pattern in my shadow had gotten hard to see against the bright amber glow of my largest occlusion. The Essiene sutures still held the wound closed, but gold light seeped through gaping holes where they were stretching . . .

. . . I finish my prayer to the statue of Mary at St. Frances—the same prayer as every Sunday—to be with Mama. Then I blow out my candle and take it with me . . .

. . . Lady is sitting across from me in my flat, talking me through a breakup after the only girl I ever loved told me it was over. Lady never left my side for three straight days . . .

I remembered wanting to thank her but not being able to find the words. I wasn’t sure I knew how to deal with kindness any better now than I did then. I’d put this stuff away for so long.

We got moving again and soon reached a plain wooden door with iron bands nailed at its top and bottom. The wood was heavily knotted but still a smooth dark brown, as though oiled in recent years. A rusted deadbolt had been thrown back.

“Saxon Stratum,” Lakshmi said. “You need to rest again before continuing down.”

I nodded, traced the Who quote, and we stepped through into a curing pantry.

Blocks of wood hung from pegs, aging. Animal skins were stretched against the wall—for drumheads, most likely—and animal gut and horsehair had been twisted and pulled taut in an instrument string loom.

I dropped to a knee to catch my breath. Chuey doubled over, his macuahuitl dangling from one hand, his rosary clenched in the other.

Lady knelt beside me. “Your sutures are threatening to tear, Jack. And the rest of your pattern is quivering. I’m not sure you’ll make it down.”

I pushed myself up. “I just need to catch my breath.”

We found a door from the curing pantry and opened it. The sound of cracking wood and shouts echoed mutely from the next room.

“Lakshmi,” I said, “you better go in first.”

The raptorial led us into a large workshop, where, just ten feet from the door, several men were fighting back a mob. A few of the men were snatching instruments from the benches and walls, and trying to slide or throw the instruments our way—inside the ward—to save them.

Against the wall next to us, a man in a leather apron, holding a luthier knife, stood protecting a small boy and a handful of men and women. At their feet were lutes and fiddles and lyres.

Beyond the fight, a mob ripped tabors and pipes and bells from their stands—some they threw down and crushed beneath their boots, others they held up to taunt the luthier, who begged them not to harm the instruments or the musicians.

Just then, the whole front of the building rumbled and collapsed outward into the street. Stone and wood clattered around rearing, whinnying horses that were tied to the front of the building. The crowd outside cheered and stomped their feet, raising a thick cloud of dust in the twilight. Beyond them, London was little more than a village beneath a dusky sky.

I staggered to men and women standing at the back of the shop. They stared wide-eyed at the mob beating the shop workers and dragging them out into the street.

“Damnable Danes. Heathens!” shouted one of the women.

A muscular blond man at the front of the mob pointed back at her. “Christians!”

From the back of the riot, a tall fellow cried, “We all have the right to fight Heavenfield.”

Henry’s manual said that “Heavenfield” was one of the names for the topside world.

A moment later, from across the road, flaming arrows came hurtling toward us. We all instinctively ducked, before the arrows careened harmlessly off the ward. The archers, like most of the mob, wore the Shiguan mark, but also a cheek brand in the shape of a diamond atop an inverted V.

“That’s the pagan rune for Odin.” Lakshmi’s brows gathered.

“A lot of metal bands use runes in their art,” I explained.

Lady found a water pitcher and poured it over the back of Chuey’s neck. He shook his head as if whiffing smelling salts and worked his rosary. Chuey seemed to steady himself and looked out over the growing mob. “This whole place is straight-up crazy.”

“There’s a lot of good people in the Strata, too,” I said, “and they’re in just as much danger as the world above.” I turned to the luthier. “You may have to fight, but use the ward for as long as you can. We’re going down to try and restore her to what she was.”

The luthier shook my hand with an iron grip, then we hurried back through the curing pantry. I pulled my lantern and bow, played it to a bright shine, and we started down again into the dark.

The Steps from the Saxon Stratum were little more than earthen notches, and hardly that in some places, though we passed a few small alcoves cobbled with rocks. I stopped at one that had a small stone bench and sat down, my lamp dangling between my knees.

It felt as if ice picks had been stabbed through my temples, and my brain was swelling. Fragments of memory surged against my sutures. My entire network of soul scars burned inside me. And shards of bright gold light streamed through the gaps . . .

. . . Alone in my room, I get out the secondhand guitar I’ d bought at Sam Ash. I stop playing “Smoke on the Water” and begin writing a song for Mama . . .

. . . Church is standing with me at Hyde Park, where he somehow secured me a place to bury my dog, King, so I could visit him . . .

I’d brought King with me from LA. Hadn’t thought about him in years. Damn but I missed that dog.

Lady put her arm around me. “Your sutures have started to tear, Jack.

The wound is opening. I need to close⁠—”

“Thanks, Lady, but we don’t have time,” I said. “Help me up.”

We continued down until we reached a small portico in the darkness.

White pillars framed a set of tarnished bronze doors.

I traced the password and stepped into a dimly lit amphitheater. Rings of stone seating rose around a circular stage about fifty feet across. Much of the stone had crumbled and was overgrown with grass and weeds.

A few semblances sat on the stone benches, holding candles.

The scrape of my boot on the broad earthen stage reverberated back from the tiers of stone—great acoustics—but there was no music to strengthen me. Chuey wandered a few feet away, gasping, strangling his rosary beads, though he looked better than I felt. He’d always been better about letting things go than I had.

With Church’s help, I climbed the crumbling stone to the top of the amphitheater and peered south. A column of Roman soldiers marched in sharp formation on a razed field about a half mile from us. Beyond them, an encampment lay across the rolling hills.

“Londinium,” said Church. “The Roman Stratum.”

Cassius jumped to mind, but I tried to shake it off. He and I had known each other, what, four or five days? Stupid to go soft over it, even though we’d covered so much ground in that time. But damn it . . .

The long call of horns rose in the distance. The legionnaires broke formation and started marching in two lines toward us.

The sound of the horns did little to soothe my burning scar. I hummed a few lines of “(Don’t Fear) The Reaper,” hoping to relieve the aches, if only a little. No help.

We slumped back down the amphitheater steps, headed for the Steps again. “I’ve read about the Ancient Stratum in Henry’s books,” said Church.

“There is no sufficient preparation.”

I didn’t doubt it. When we reached Lady I asked, “How’s Chuey?” “He’s hurting,” she said, “but he’s cleared a few regrets.”

I glanced at him clenching his rosary and macuahuitl.

“But you also bear the weight,” Lady continued, “of stewarding us down the Steps. On this last descent, you need to focus on anything that might keep your mind from your wound.”

“That’ll be a trick.” Then, with Church’s support, I led us down toward the Ancient Stratum.

There were no steps, only a beaten path on a descending slope down what looked like an ancient mine. Here and there we passed the calcified skulls of creatures I couldn’t name, and stones arranged in patterns, which I assumed were grave markers. The entire descent smelled of old earth and stale air. Everything was so still and untouched that no dust motes shone in the light of my lamp. Even the silence felt old.

And down here, the dark seemed more aware, pushing harder at the occlusive scar inside me. Despite my sputtering lantern, the whole wound now shone bright gold—the main scar, all the tributary smaller scars, and the light escaping from beneath. I could feel my sutures stretching, memories pressing for release.

I forced myself to mentally play Zep’s “Stairway to Heaven”—for the irony—which kept some of the old memories at bay as we climbed down this last stretch.

At last, we came to a large circular stone set in a deep groove. Rune engravings all across it. I traced the lock and the stone rolled left, grinding in its track.

At the door, Lady paused. “If your sutures tear completely, Jack . . .”

I nodded, took a long breath, and led my friends through the portal. We emerged on a rocky dirt plain. The desolate ground was hard and cracked, with dead holly and thistle patches every few yards. The plain stretched away into darkness, broken in the distance by the flicker of a small fire or two. A few people huddled around them. The brittle cold clouded our breath and froze the sweat in my clothes. My lantern offered a little light but, unfortunately, no heat. Worst of all, it felt like the darkness knew my very thoughts. Then a light flashed behind us.

We whirled and found ourselves standing just inside the edge of a circular plot rimmed by a faint amber glow. It was maybe twenty yards across and covered in frost. On the far side, beyond the circle, stood the Ward woman from the grotto, radiant in translucent blue and violet. In her hands she snapped great whips that shone crimson, amber, and evening sun. Facing her was the giant human form of Handel, impossibly dark and shot through with veins of gold.

The black figure raised his hands, twirled ethereal black whips in the air, and sang a loud harmonious chorus with its countless voices. My lantern sputtered. The Ward’s luminous body flickered.

Then the wraith lashed out, cords of darkness slicing the air like rotors. The Ward struck back with her threads. Their whips tangled, and a shower of amber light and darkness rained to the hard earth. The wraith wove more cords from its misty substance and snapped them down on the Ward, leaving dark cracks in her luminous body.

I tried to raise my lantern but couldn’t lift it. I tried to grab my knife, but my fingers had gone numb. I collapsed to my knees, overcome by memories of regret and relief that had not only returned but now came amplified by the depth of history. My sutures tore away.

The Ward was fighting for her life, and I couldn’t move. Paralyzed by the weight of my own past, the rawest moment of my life filled my mind, and I was forced to watch what I had tried so hard to forget.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE



The number and variety of thanaturgic beings, artifacts, and wisdoms in the Endless Dark exceed current understanding in the same way the complexity of Earth’s vast oceans is beyond human knowledge.

—Secretary Beaumont, audit report to the Convocation of Schisms

. . . I’m finally at Ardells with my backpack and guitar, waiting for Mama.

Chuey and the wet-laundry metal crew are with me for support. I worry Mama isn’t coming, then the old Dodge pulls up . . .

“Jack,” said Church, as if from far away. “Jack, are you all right? My boy, the Ward hasn’t much time⁠—”

. . . Mama sends her new family into Ardells and turns to me. From my backpack, I hand her the picture of us and the science fair certificate we won. I tell her we belong together, that we’re a good team . . .

“His sutures have torn away,” Lady cried. “He’s bleeding memory.

And the wound is getting too large to close⁠—”

. . . Mama shakes her head. So, I hand her my Young Historian bell. I tell her I’m not like the rest of the family, that I’m not at risk anymore, that the librarian says I have a future . . .

“Hold on, Ese,” Chuey called. I could hear him dragging himself toward me through the hard ancient soil.

. . . Mama smiles at me, but it’s a sad smile. So, I pull out the candle from St. Frances and tell her that I pray every Sunday, that this meeting is God’s answer to my prayer, and that we have a chance to start over . . .

“Jack, can you find some music inside you this time?” I felt Church’s breath on my face. “Something to stanch the flow. Fight, my boy, fight!”

. . . Mama’s eyes tear up. I grab my guitar and sing the song I wrote for her. It’s not done; it needs a few more words. But it feels right. I sing to ask her not to go away again . . .

“I doubt this will hold.” Lady’s voice. “Pray God it does . . .” She stabbed my shadow with her needle.

. . . When I finish my song, I wait for Mama to wrap me in her arms. But she puts everything back into my backpack and opens her purse. She pulls out a wad of money and puts it in my hand. “ You’re a good boy, Jack. You’re just not my boy anymore. I’m sorry. I needed a fresh start. One day I hope you’ ll come to understand.” She’s crying openly now. I feel tears welling in my own eyes. “I will always love you, Jack. But it’s different for me now. I’m happy. And you need to find your own happiness.” Tears are hot on my cheeks. I try to give her the money back, thinking that will somehow reverse this . . . Mama hugs me, then walks toward Ardells. “No, Mama, please, don’t go. I’m a good boy now.” She opens the door and disappears inside. “Mama . . .” I start to sob and drop the money on the sidewalk . . .

Lady plunged her needle into my shadow again, catching the flailing end of Essiene thread. Six rough stitches and my wound was mostly closed. Searing pain shot through my scar, but she’d at least stanched the flow. My flesh felt suddenly heavy on my bones. Sweat poured off my face, steaming and dripping on the frozen ground beneath me.

I didn’t know how to forgive Mama. Or even how to start. My third verse was as far away as ever. The words. The notes. Wembley wasn’t even a memory. And I still couldn’t move, didn’t really want to anymore.

So, I closed my eyes . . .

. . . Chuey is at my side. He puts his arm around me and says, “I think you had her right up until the end, man. But your voice sucks.” I laugh and cry at the same time. Chuey shakes me. “I got you, brother. And I have an idea for your chorus . . .”

I opened my eyes again. Nearby, the light of my lantern flickered against the ancient darkness. Lady and Church were huddled over me, their eyebrows drawn together, their shoulders slumped. They scooted back as Chuey crawled through some dead thistle and wrapped his heavy arm around my shoulder, rosary dangling from his fingers.

“I hated her for leaving, Chuey.” I shook my head. “I still do.”

Chuey put a hand on my back, leaned close to my ear, and in his terrible voice started to sing my third verse.

I lay there, dumbfounded at what I was hearing. The words sounded right. The notes sounded right. And Chuey, maybe because he knew my story, even gave it some feeling. “How?” I asked.

“You gave it to me, man.” Chuey gently shook me. “I can see it all. Hear it all. And it’s a hell of a thing for you to try and see her side of it in your own song.”

The problem was that, even hearing it now, I felt no forgiveness for Mama. Whatever change had taken place inside me at Wembley was more than just music and words. Without the memory itself . . . the large scar inside me still burned. I dropped my forehead to the frozen ground, all but done.

He gently shook me. “But Ese, that’s never been the best part.” He launched into the chorus. The fight chorus we’d shared since our library days, a declaration, despite all things, that we would stay close. For each other. Like brothers. Like family.

The sound settled inside me. For a sweet, beautiful moment far down at the bottom of history, all the other moments of my past went away. It was just me and Chuey, and that old familiar chorus. Tough and certain and defiant as hell.

I hadn’t even understood my own song. “I never stopped wanting her back. Made me blind to a lot of good things, didn’t it.”

Chuey managed a smile. “You think?”

On my wrist, I noted the simple bracelet given me by the child Emily. “I always knew you and the other guys had my back. But maybe I thought it was mostly about the music, not us actually being a family.”

“Ah, brother, music is family. Now, you gonna make me keep singin’ alone?”

I smiled, took a long, steadying breath, and together we sang our chorus⁠—

When the silence of those you know should love you Steals your childhood days

When the only people who ever tried to hear you Lie cold and silent in their grave

When the promises that were once made to you Have all been traded and you’ve lost faith

Please know for every heartbreak deep inside you That I will be one who stays

We finished, letting the last words linger between us. Then Chuey whispered, “Westmont strong.”

“Damn straight,” I replied.

I nodded my thanks to Lady and Church. They were part of it, too. The pain of burrowing into the past had shown me, memory by memory, that I may have lost my brothers, my dad, and Mama, too, but along the way I’d also found not just friends who’d back my play but another kind of family. And I was going to stick this out for them, right to the bitter end.

Some thirty yards away, the Ward was still fending off the wraith. I picked up my lantern, grabbed my bow, and pushed myself to my feet.

“We’ve got to stop it,” I said, “but we still need it to renew her.

Lakshmi, can you give it another target?” She bolted right, into the darkness.

“I need to find its Rupture,” I said. “Do what you can to help me focus on that.”

They pulled their weapons, and we circled left to the wraith’s flank.

I played a hard, revelatory stroke. Amber light flared across the barren plain. Gleaming patterns of souls erupted in the wraith’s shadow, with occlusions too numerous to count.

The wraith screamed a shivering note that pulled at the sutures in my shadow, nearly dropping me back to the ground. Then it began whipping the Ward again with its black cords. Her luminosity flickered, dimmed, and she fell hard to the dirt.

“Leave her alone!” I screamed, my voice echoing across the desolate flats. The wraith whirled toward us, undulating, thrumming with deep, earthy tones.

Again, it boomed out a note, stronger this time. The ground beneath our feet shook and whitened, deeper cracks spreading across it like a sunbaked dry pan. Church’s and Lady’s bindings darkened. Chuey and I staggered. Only Lakshmi stood firm, though she was breathing hard and now holding just one sword with both hands.

I regained my footing and pulled a hard, bracing stroke, driving it with thoughts of Lady’s foundlings and Church’s sense of propriety. They both straightened and raised their weapons.

The wraith reared back with its black whips, a deep note beginning to cycle up from inside it again, when a searing blue light erupted around us. The Ward was back on her feet and shone brighter than before. She lashed the wraith with her fiery whips, the cords ripping through the creature. Its many-voiced howl gashed the earth below us again and we nearly fell.

The Ward, graceful and luminous, continued to flog the wraith with her amber threads, her many voices rising against its thundering chorus.

I stepped past my friends, set my feet, and pulled another revelatory stroke, lighting up the wraith’s shadow again. I recalled Handel’s Musical Times newsletter and Messiah drafts, and focused those thoughts into the light flaring from my lantern. Inside the wraith’s layered shadows, a shimmering pattern began to shine brighter than the rest—those “Moonlight Sonata”–like notes again—the same one I’d seen in Newgate Prison.

Handel screamed. “I am not only Messiah! I have an oeuvre of compositions your reductive world has carelessly ignored!”

The words emanated in dense waves from an immense scar at the center of his shadow. But before I could peer into it, the wraith let out a discordant scream that extinguished my lamp. It then whirled and charged the Ward, its giant form slamming her into the ground amidst streams of black smoke.

Lakshmi rushed in from the right and swiped at it with her tulwar. The wraith bucked and shot a shaft of darkness into her chest, knocking her back into a dead cypress tree.

The Ward clambered to her knees, arms hanging at her sides, struggling to lift her amber whips.

I shot an assault stroke into the wraith and screamed “Go!” to my friends. They rushed ahead, striking at the massive black form. Their weapons seemed useless, and it roared another booming chorus, driving them back across the plain like tumbleweeds. I set myself against the rush of sound, clutching my lantern.

The Ward simply toppled to the ground and curled into a fetal position, her shine dimming as the wraith began again to rain down whip strikes on her.

In a panic, I recalled a phrase from Handel’s last manuscript of Messiah, a line that had never been sung. I drew breath and shouted the melody with all the strength of voice I had left.

The wraith went still. A cold breeze hissed across the ancient plain. Then the wraith’s massive human form shifted and raced toward me over the cracked earth. I shouted my ghost stone to life and raised my lantern and bow, but before I could play a stroke, it whipped a tendril of black vapor around me and held me bound. I struggled, writhing and twisting, but the cord only tightened, and a moment later I was pulled inside Handel’s immense darkness.

A freezing pain tore through me, and I dropped my lantern. The wraith began probing my soul, winding tendrils of smoke down inside my wound. I could hardly move. A rush of images coursed through my mind—moments of my life. The wraith saw it all.

And inside it this time, it wasn’t just the promise of rest. Memories flashed through my mind that were not my own—sitting at a harpsichord, an itchy wig on my head; blowing into a trombone, the sting of cigarette smoke in my eyes; standing onstage at the Horse, but I’m singing Angela DuFresne’s song. I know distantly that the wraith began with ugly memories, but the memories of those inside it—at least the ones I’m seeing—are so different from mine. And the music is beautiful, powerful; I feel strong reliving it. I want to keep reliving it. I wanted to keep being a part of all these new memories. Make them my own.

I decided to stay with them⁠—

Then the shining edge of a blade slashes through me. I feel a stabbing pain and tumble onto the dirt.

Against the recoiling darkness of the wraith stood Cassius.


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO



The history of Albion is the history of tribes at war. Now, ages hence, I finally understand that my victories over Caesar’s legions and my own kinsmen were only as valuable as the love I had for my people and my dear Fflur.

—Chancellor Caswallawn, Ancient Stratum, excerpt from “Chancery Response to Shiguan Hegemonic Motion”

Cassius dragged me away from the wraith and hauled me to my feet. Gone was his centurion armor. He wore a leather vest over a long, black-and-grey-striped shirt. Gaulish, I thought.

We stared into each other’s eyes, and I squeezed his hand. “Thank you. Cas⁠—”

“That can wait. What is the plan?”

Lakshmi came up beside me and handed me my lantern. “Jack, even with Cassius and the priest, the wraith is too strong.”

I looked around. Kincaid was crouching with his metal rods in his hands, protecting the Ward. He nodded to me. I raised a hand in thanks, then turned back to the raptorial. “I know,” I said, still gasping for breath. The rest of my friends had gotten up but were struggling to stand.

And from far out on the Ancient Stratum, new sounds like thunder rolled toward us.

I turned toward the wraith. A few notes of Handel’s unheard Messiah had brought it storming to consume me. I’d just heard my friend sing a third verse I’d been trying to find for twenty-five years. If a metal singer could struggle so long to finish a song, I couldn’t imagine what a musical giant like Handel must feel, who’d been at it for centuries. His unfinished song had to be the key.

The wraith gathered itself and started toward me, shrieking, black smoke trailing from its mouth. The scars in my shadow flared, and a rush of bad memories flashed in my mind.

Cassius and Lakshmi closed ranks, weapons raised.

I lifted my bow and struck my lantern so hard that several bowstrings snapped. A flash of revelatory light showed me the wraith’s Rupture, but not what lay beneath it.

The wraith screamed, driving Cassius and Lakshmi aside, and began racing toward me.

I set my lantern against my chest and began to play it ferociously, focusing everything I’d learned about Handel and his unfinished Messiah into the light, trying to wrap it all around the composer’s great scar. Brassy tones blared as the light blazed inside him and penetrated that deepest part of his shadow.

The wraith came to a sudden stop before me and stood, looking down, like a cloud of darkness in the shape of a giant man. I pulled one last stroke, peered into his shadow, and Illumination opened his Rupture to me . . .

. . . handing his father his recorder, which the man snaps before forbidding Handel from visiting any friend’s home where music might be heard . . .

. . . softly playing a sonata by candlelight on a spinet he’ d secreted into the attic on his tenth birthday, and trying to muffle the sound so it wouldn’t wake his family . . .

. . . his father dragging him away from music school across a snowy courtyard to the admission office for civic law . . .

. . . stooping over his father’s grave, eye patches over both eyes, an assistant guiding his old, trembling hand to place a copy of Messiah on the man’s headstone . . .

I thought I understood now.

Handel was trying to get Messiah right to prove himself to his father. He might not think it was his best music, but something inside him seemed to acknowledge that it might be his only chance at a legacy that would prove his father wrong about Handel’s pursuit of music.

The wraith seemed suddenly aware of my peering and reared up, like it meant to drape me in its folds again. If it succeeded, I didn’t believe I’d get away a second time.

I needed to shine it all back at him in a new light—soften him, so that he could be turned, renew the ward.

So, I peered into his Rupture again, but this time I also sang a variation of Handel’s gleaming notes. I first voiced his “Moonlight Sonata” pattern quiet and low, to capture the fragile ache of the boy he’d been. Once I had the sound of his darkest memories, I began to brighten the song, introducing major-seven broken-chord melodies and singing pictures of crowded churches, faces flush with exhilaration, people dressed in their Christmas finest crying with joy.

The wraith’s Rupture brightened, too, and it stopped as though listening. After a few moments, into the silence it whispered, “Imperfekt,” in a vague German accent. Then its Rupture began to darken again, closing me out. The wispy folds of its long coat and ribbons of black smoke billowed up, its whisper rising to a full-throated scream.

My song faltered. My voice wasn’t enough to alter Handel’s feeling of abandonment and failure. Time seemed to stop, and I felt like the boy in the window again—like I could fight another losing battle on my own, or run away.

But there is always a third option.

And it was standing all around me. Lady, Church, and Chuey to my left. Cassius and Lakshmi to my right. Kincaid with his rods on the other side of the wraith.

These people didn’t have to be here. But they were here, at the bottom of history, facing down all hell with me. Just the way a family would. What’s more, they were people from so many different places, times, and paths. All of whom, I was betting, knew Handel’s famous song.

I signaled my friends to be ready and quickly returned to the dark melody of Handel’s deep wound. This time, though, I wove it forward toward his great Hallelujah chorus—the one he’d never truly finished—but singing his latest version, penned in his attic office on the Renaissance Stratum.

The wraith leveled its head at me. “Cease this!” The clouds of him roiled, thin veins of crimson and gold shooting through his billowing form like lightning. Waves of dense, freezing air rolled over me.

I spread my feet and kept at it.

There was no great ensemble to accompany the song, no expectant crowd, no performers or venues or librettists with their demands for change upon Handel’s musical heart. There was just me, giving simple voice to a refrain he’d ached for centuries to get right.

Then I gestured to my friends to join me. Chuey came in without hesitation, his terrible voice somehow lending the song authenticity.

Handel turned toward my oldest friend. “Who sings this?” “A friend from the world above,” I said. “Mexico, no less.”

Cassius came in next. He sang an octave down, giving our tune the strength of his war cry.

“From Gaul and Germania,” I added. “Centuries before you even wrote the music.”

Then Church and Lady joined in, broadening the song with tenor and alto melodies. Though unpracticed, their voices rang out with love for the music.

“She cared for fallen soldiers, and tended London foundlings in your own time,” I told the wraith. “And he is a man of intellect and compassion from the era of Earth’s great wars.”

Kincaid began to sing, too, coming in with the full-chested sound of an archangel. The wraith spun to look at him.

“A priest,” I said, “and caretaker in the abbey where you’re buried in the world above.”

Lakshmi sang last, almost too quiet to hear, until I realized her notes were a soft high soprano, lilting and lovely. The beauty of it like seeing a child’s first smile.

“And this voice belongs to a raptorial,” I told him, “born in Calcutta, and sworn to maintain Precedent Law above all else. Yet here she is, singing your song . . .”

We didn’t sing the whole oratorio. Just that one word in its joyful refrain.

We’d sung it through a few times, when from Handel’s shadow a broken voice joined us, gently correcting melody and rhythm as we sang it softly together. We didn’t rush. And frankly, it sounded cracked and halting and a bit uncertain.

A few moments later, Handel glided toward me, slowly shaking his giant head, even as he continued to sing with us, ever so slightly modifying his song toward its best end.

Then, the notes began to repeat in the same pattern, our voices growing firmer, louder, and more confident. We let it grow and swell, singing with as much joy and purpose as any one of us might have wanted to hear in the song of our own souls.

Like a family, we sang that beautiful music. Our voices, from across history, across the world, across spiritual paths, shone back the Rupture inside Handel not as a repudiation of his music or the failure of an imperfect song, but as the confirmation of his path and the very legacy he’d thought had escaped him.

At last, we pulled together in one final powerful chorus that echoed out into the dark over the long, ancient plain.

When it had echoed its last, all fell to silence, and Handel again stood right in front of me.

“Even if this one song is all anyone ever remembers,” I said, “it’s enough. Almost three hundred years later, people still sing it. Maybe not the version we just did, but the spirit’s the same.”

Then like an overtone you barely hear, Handel softly cried, the sound rising from his Rupture. “I wish my father could have heard this,” he said.

I was in no position to offer advice about parents. Still. “For what it’s worth, I think your dad would have liked it.” Then I remembered my dad

driving me to the airport and what he’d said to me about being happy. “Actually, from what I’ve learned about you and your father . . . I think he’d be proud.”

“Perhaps,” said Handel. “And maybe, in his own way, he just wanted what was best for me.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE



There are far more than three thanaturgic drycraefts, just as there are other modalities for the manipulation of light, energy, and sound.

—‘Thanaturgy and Other Esoterica,” paper given at the Forum for Art, Miracle, and Magic, 1803

Behind us on the cracked ancient soil, the Ward still lay unmoving and barely aglow. I was about to tell Handel of our plans to renew her when the overtone inside his Rupture became more of a dirge and started to grow. Above the rising sound, he spoke:

“Dear Heaven above, I cannot count the souls I have harmed or slain.

How shall I ever make amends?”

I was no priest. “Your obsession got the best of you,” I said. “But it sounds like you’ve started to forgive your father. I’m sure with enough time you can forgive yourself, too.”

“There is no quarter for what I’ve done.” He looked away into the ancient dark. “I am damned.”

I still needed Handel and all the souls inside him to renew the ward. Everything depended on it. And maybe becoming the ward would help Handel find the redemption he clearly needed.

Gently I pulled the Orcus from my pack. It thrummed more than it ever had. I gave it a few soft words from my song, and it quieted a little.

But then it hit me that none of the other souls inside the wraith had asked to be there. And though Handel may now realize his father’s intention, he was far from forgiveness for the man. None of that seemed a winning formula for renewing the ward. In fact, it may just become a new prison for him, for all of them.

We’d all fought so long and hard to get to this moment. But it just didn’t feel right to secure our safety and London’s future at the expense of souls who hadn’t asked to do so or needed their own chance to heal.

I put the thread away. “Maybe you start making amends by freeing the souls you’ve taken.”

Handel was quiet a moment. Then the dirge inside his Rupture became a rising chorus of wails, and the wraith began to lose cohesion. The soul of a man in tailcoat and breeches tore away first, his dark form pulsing. Then a woman with a high wig, laughing hysterically. Then a man wearing beatnik spectacles. In a rush, one after the other, souls separated from Handel, until Angela erupted with a great metal scream of hope, and Jimmy pulled free, too, his frail shoulders trembling, but wearing that derby-winning smile on his face. I nodded to them both, before their souls disappeared like all the others, winking out with a small flash of light. Relief rushed through me like a pulse of warm blood. They’d all transitioned to the Meadows, as they might have naturally done.

All save Handel.

The great composer stood still, a long, blank stare in his eyes. I didn’t need to see his shadow to understand the shame he felt. Shame that would hold him hostage in the Strata forever.

I began to sing his “Sonata”-like gleam notes, but in a major key, focusing on his newfound understanding of his father’s concern. Note by note his pattern brightened as he slowly started to truly grasp the good of his songs, his influence, his legacy. I think he began to see the truer picture of who he was—deeply wounded and bitter, but also a bringer of hope and joy.

After a few moments, he looked back at me. “Perhaps I am not damned, after all.”

“I kind of doubt it,” I said, “and if you want, I think you could actually move on now.”

“Wouldn’t that be a blessing.”

I envisioned the Asphodel Meadows, as I had with Henry, and a rush of wind came funneling around us. Handel let the wind begin sweeping him toward the mountain of fire. Too weary to even watch, I let go of the Meadows and slumped to the rocky ground.

The memory of midnight mass with my whole family flared and was gone. Another hollow opened up inside me. This one ached the same as when Henry had moved on.

“Jack,” Cassius said, kneeling beside me, “are you all right?”

I was exhausted and reeling. “All the souls inside it were captives. And Handel needed to move on. It just didn’t seem right to hold them. I’m so sorry.” Church came over and patted my shoulder. “As you’ve ever done, Jack, you followed your heart. That’s why Henry chose you.”

Kincaid stowed his rods. “So, you just sent Handel’s soul onward?”

“I think so,” I said. “If nothing else, we helped him see that he was more than he gave himself credit for.”

“That’s a solemn gift, Jack.” Kincaid crossed himself. “Use it with discretion, since I’m not sure it’s something for which we know how to count the cost.”

I had to smile. “Everything these days is discretion.”

“When you sang”—Lady’s eyes narrowed—“I was able to see Handel’s scars. If that’s part of this gift—allowing others to see a shadow’s occlusions—it’s another argument for discretion, Jack. One’s missteps shouldn’t be made a public matter.”

Lakshmi sheathed her sword. “I saw them, too, which makes me all the happier he’s gone. The killing is over.”

“I was just lucky that I understood a bad relationship with a parent.” I finally turned to Cassius. “Couldn’t stay away, could you?”

The centurion bent close. “I spent thirty years as a slave to Rome and two thousand years as a slave to the Shiguan. Across those many years, the things I have done . . . it was not that I could no longer imagine freedom, but that I no longer felt I deserved it.” Cassius paused.

“However, then I met you. We spoke of important things, shared mortal danger, as friends. It reminded me of the very good, very long past—before my time with the Legion.”

His family in Gaul. “I get it.”

“But across all those years,” Cassius went on, “and all the new thanatists I have served and often trained . . . well, what you did for Handel might be the most decent thing I have ever seen.”

He reached out and clasped my forearm in his massive hand. That grip felt awfully damned good.

“And by my reckoning,” he added, “I just saved your nates again.” I didn’t need a translator for that one. “No argument there.”

I then hurried past him to where the Ward lay on the ancient soil, her body broken and ravaged, her light guttering in the great wide darkness. I knelt down. Her crimson and amber threads angled into the soil like anchor chains. I tried to pull them up to free her.

She shook her head. They are not my prison, Jack. They are my covenant.

Her face hung in translucent lines. She looked so weary.

“I’m really sorry,” I told her. “I just couldn’t do it. Didn’t seem right.”

I know. But you did manage to renew our bond. She looked over at Chuey. With the help of a friend.

Chuey had sung me my third verse, but the feeling inside it was still empty for me. “I haven’t really forgiven her . . .”

No, but you found the heart of what makes this ground hallowed.

That old chorus. “Family.”

She smiled. You still need to find your way onto the forgiving path, but you will find that path easier to walk now that you understand its destination.

I’d have to sort that out later. “But is it too little, too late?” I leaned closer. “Tell me what else I can do.”

She stared into my eyes a moment. You’re a good steward, Jack. When the slings and arrows come, just don’t cease to be you. That’s all we can ask.

I thought I knew what she meant. “How is your song?”

It persists for now. She touched my hand. But I have only a few hours left . . . Make good use of them.

A gentle gust of wind blew from the ground beneath her, stirring ashes into the air. They fell lazily back to the earth around her, and the Ward receded into the soil.

I pressed my palm into the dirt to say goodbye, and up through my hand came a new voice—one so low it got into my bones: And still you know nothing of true dark . . .

I began to tremble, feeling suddenly small, insignificant, helpless—Lady put a hand on my back. “Something wrong, Jack?”

“I’m fine.” I wasn’t fine, but it would do no good to tell her that now. Something was still unsettled, something other than Brach and his revolution. And someone or something had just tried to tell me as much, speaking into my mind from beneath the most ancient soil of the Strata. I remembered then, from my books, that there was one more stratum, lower still—the Primordial. Some said it was hardly a stratum at all, being nothing but dark . . .

“The Iron Horse is lost, then,” said Kincaid, breaking me from my thoughts. “The ward will weaken, and Brach’s recovery teams will find the song. The man will have his revolution.”

“Maybe not.” I turned to Lakshmi. “How long until my trial?”

The raptorial checked her watch. “We have an hour. If we’re late, you’ll be convicted in absentia. They won’t reconvene.”

Chuey put away his macuahuitl. “Legal tricks. That what you’re thinking, Jack? Stall ’em out like they wanted to do to you?”

“I think that’s the only play left,” I said.

Cassius sheathed his sword. “If it is helpful, I will confess to my crime at your trial.”

“Vestige confession won’t hold much weight there,” Lakshmi told us, “and the penalty for your crime is dismissal.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I said, standing. “I think the idea is to cast enough doubt on Brach to buy ourselves some time. And maybe if we do, the Strata Chancery will intervene, help us restore the ward for the good of the Strata.”

“There is no agreement on what is good for the Strata,” said Church. “That is why we go to trial.”

“Then let’s hurry,” I said. “The ward is almost gone.”

Thunder rolled over us in long waves as we hurried back toward the Steps. Something was out there on the ancient plain. Made me think there might be more than one good reason to ask the Strata chancellors for help renewing the ward. We reached the Steps and climbed, tunneling up toward my trial.


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR



Out, damned spot! out, I say!—One: two: why, then, ’tis time to do’t.—Hell is murky! Fie, my lord, fie! a soldier, and afeard? What need we fear who knows it, when none can call our power to account?

—William Shakespeare, The Tragedy of Macbeth, quoted by Amelia Dyer at her Convocation trial

He entered the Medieval Stratum and made our way to the Palace of Westminster, forever the home of Parliament. Beyond it lay Westminster Abbey, hulking in the twilight. But in front of us the walls of Westminster Hall rose tall and majestic. Flint and stone dressings framed thirty-foot windows divided by plate traceries. Bright light from within lit the stained glass in vibrant hues that spread across the yard behind us.

Lakshmi had explained that, by tradition, all trials were held at Westminster Hall on the Medieval Stratum, because this was the era in which it was built.

The doors opened and a tall, slender man appeared. His shadow bore the thin scarlet rim of a raptorial. He dressed us down with his eyes, then nodded to Lakshmi. She stepped forward, and the two exchanged hushed words. A moment later, the man motioned us to follow.

Just inside, an elderly woman played a bright russet light on a terra-cotta lantern and peered into our shadows. She nodded, and six raptorials appeared to escort us up the steps to the vestibule of St. Stephen’s porch. Vaulted stone arched high above us. On our right, multicolored light shone through dozens of stained glass windows. On our left stood the massive opening to Westminster Hall, from which we heard a crowd of murmuring voices.

Church asked our raptorial escorts to give us a moment to confer privately. They withdrew a few paces, and Church pulled us into a small circle. “Preposterous as it is, the central accusation is still that you killed Henry.”

“Yes, but we’ve got to make this about Brach,” I said, “about how his killing Henry was a crucial part of his plan to take his revolution topside.” “We have precious little evidence to prove Brach’s culpability,” said

Church.

Cassius was our only evidence tying Brach to Henry’s murder. But if he confessed, he’d be dismissed. I couldn’t let that happen. Besides which, it just felt like I was missing something.

“More than that,” Church went on, “if you accuse Brach without evidence and lose the trial, punishments for any of your other Precedent indiscretions will seem like child’s play.”

The raptorials signaled our time was up and led us around a short wall of fluted stone to the long view of Westminster Hall. I had to stop and take a breath, trying to fathom what I’d gotten myself into.

The hall stretched a good seventy yards long and sixty feet across. Great vaulted ceilings framed with massive timbers rose a hundred feet from the floor. Down both sidewalls giant tapestries hung depicting scenes drawn from all eight Strata. Beside them stood thanatists and raptorials wearing clothes from the era their tapestry represented. And above the wall hangings, large galleries rose. Most were filled with thousands of whispering spectators, their clothes likewise matching the era of the nearest drapery. All save one—a narrow, private box gallery at the center of the far wall, set with five black wood chairs.

At the center of the hall were eight tables set in a broad octagon, with space between them and a high-backed chair behind each. A single short table sat at the center of the octagon, a pair of chairs on either side. Next to it sat a black-iron box the size of a walk-in safe.

At the far end of the hall, a set of doors opened. Brach and Emaline entered, lanterns and bows and threads dangling from their belts. Behind them were Bazalgette, Swan, Rutherford, Purcell, and two women I didn’t recognize—one in a wool Saxon peplos, with a belt dangling keys, amulets, threads, and a bow; the other in Roman leather armor with a crimson robe fastened over one shoulder.

The shrill call of a horn echoed into the great hall. Everyone seated in the galleries stood. The horn sounded again, and the thanatists next to the tapestries drew their bows and played long, tremulous notes against their lanterns. The lamplight touched the drapery fibers and lit them like a thousand tiny filaments, causing them to shimmer. Their depictions sprang to life, the fabric suddenly gone, the broad draperies now become portals. Mild breezes wafted in from these openings with the heady aromas of livestock, industrial smoke, sewage, and—thankfully—a bit of fresh air.

Groups of men and women emerged from each of these gateways. When they’d all passed through into the hall, the attendant thanatists ceased to play their lamps, and the portals closed, becoming tapestries again.

The chancellor from the medieval portal, a gaunt man with a deeply receding hairline and wearing a long, black coat with silver decorative buttons down the sides, approached his table and sat. His attendant thanatist and raptorial took positions behind him.

“I’m Master Wat Tyler,” said the man. “Here to represent the Medieval Stratum. And today I’ll also be presiding. I remind everyone, though, that my vote counts the same as our other distinguished chancellors.”

Church whispered, “He led the Peasants’ Rebellion.”

“Yeah, first guy to ‘march on the Capitol,’ ” I whispered back. “They put his head on a pike for it.”

“We’ll begin with the Raptorial faction,” Tyler said, “represented by Chancellor Nancy Wake.” The woman wore a smart grey suit with the George Cross medal over her heart.

“She doesn’t get an actual vote, but I’d wager she’ll see things our way,” Church said under his breath. “She hates authoritarians.”

Jack nodded and whispered back, “She once topped the Gestapo’s wanted list.”

“The Modern Stratum,” Tyler went on, “is represented by Chancellor Jack Churchill.”

A thickset man in British battle dress sauntered to his table wearing a broadsword on his hip and carrying a set of bagpipes.

“The Victorian Stratum,” Tyler continued, “is represented by Captain Richard Francis Burton.”

A man with a deep scar running down from his left eye and sporting a French-forked beard took his seat.

“The Renaissance Stratum,” Tyler said, “is represented by Grace O’Malley.”

A short, lean woman with long, red, wavy hair and wearing a green ankle-length dress over a white blouse sat next.

“The Saxon Stratum,” Tyler announced with a grin, “is represented by Lady Aethelflaed.”

A broad-shouldered woman wearing a conical helmet and short-sleeved chain mail over a crimson undershirt strode in and sat heavily.

“The Roman Stratum,” Tyler said, deference in his voice, “is represented by Lady Boudica.”

Lady Boudica glared at me as she approached her seat. Her long, tawny hair was braided back. She wore a large golden torque, a bright red-and-green tunic, and rather casually carried a dagger in her left hand.

“And finally, the Ancient Stratum,” Tyler declared with a flourish, “is represented by King Caswallawn.”

A barrel-chested man with large hands and long, black-and-silver hair walked to his seat. He wore a dark-blue and black cloak fastened over one shoulder with a gold ring.

The chancellors’ attendant thanatists and raptorials all took their places behind their respective representative, but remained standing. Then Tyler raised a hand.

From behind a drape in the private gallery, four figures emerged and sat in the black wood chairs. Schism leaders. A lean man wearing a scarlet robe and nemes—Brotherhood of Heka. A young man in a gilet and fingerless gloves—S.L.A.M., I figured. An elderly woman wearing clothes fashioned of animal skin, with charcoal stripes on her neck and chin—Children of the Ashes. And a lithe woman in black leathers, crescent moons on her cheeks—Dusk Parade. The vacant fifth chair obviously belonged to Brach.

Once the schism heads were settled, the chancellors sat and Tyler pointed at us.

Church stepped forward and motioned for us to follow. On the far side, Brach and his entourage did the same. We stopped on opposite sides of the octagon. Emaline looked over at me, eyebrows slightly raised. I subtly shook my head. She sighed and looked away.

Tyler pounded the table with his fist. “Let’s get on with it. Counsel for the defendant. Please introduce yourself and your punter.”

The gallery chuckled, then quieted as Church began. “Chancellor Tyler”—he bowed—“Counselor Alastair Cooper and Mr. Jack Solomon honor the summons to trial and request admission into the circle to answer and argue.”

Tyler raised a hand again. Church and I left Kincaid, Chuey, Lady, Cassius, and Lakshmi outside the octagon, walked into the center, and sat in a couple of stiff chairs at the cold mahogany table.

“So then,” said Tyler to Brach, “it is your complaint.” “That it is,” said Brach.

Tyler motioned him into the center. Emaline followed him in, the rest of his entourage remaining on the other side of the octagon.

“Before we begin,” said Chancellor Wake, “I want you to know, Mr. Solomon, that we are all of us saddened by the passing of Mr. Wilkinson. Disagreements aside, he was a caring man.”

Most of the chancellors muttered in agreement.

Chancellor Churchill came around his table, adjusted his sword, and sat on the table’s edge. He knocked the wood hard once and said, “Mr. Solomon, I’m Jack Churchill. You may call me ‘Mad Jack’ to keep things clear.” He laughed. “The bastard who killed Henry’s going to rot. Pray God it’s not you.”

I whispered to Church, “He carried that sword into World War II.” “Mad Jack and Henry were friends,” Church whispered back.

Brach stood and cleared his throat. “With all due respect, commiserations and threats must wait. And I say that as one who was a closer friend to the deceased than anyone else here. Instead, to do the man justice, I urge that we get straight to the matter.” He leveled a withering stare at me. “Mr. Solomon stands accused of killing Henry Wilkinson. I submit that before he compounds this charge further or tries to flee, he be boxed.”

Captain Burton knocked his table, stroked his French-forked beard, and said, “My research shows Mr. Solomon is from the Americas, which is part of the Sotadic Zone. Might the murder of Mr. Wilkinson have been an incident of repressed sexual feelings given violent release?”

Brach turned to face the Victorian gentleman. “Captain Burton, sir, I don’t believe so. Mr. Wilkinson had a long and happy marriage to a Mrs. Martha Wilkinson. And Mr. Solomon, by all accounts, enjoys the company of a good woman. Rather, I would ask if it isn’t the least bit suspicious that the day before Mr. Wilkinson’s death, he revised his will and named Mr. Solomon his sole beneficiary.”

“Including the Iron Horse?” asked Burton. “Indeed,” said Brach.

I knocked on our table.

Tyler rolled his hand. “Something to add, Mr. Solomon?”

“I didn’t know about the will,” I said. “And even if I had, it would be circumstantial, wouldn’t it?”

A round of soft laughter rained down from the galleries.

“Mr. Solomon,” said Tyler, “this isn’t some topside court where the burden of proof rests entirely on the prosecutor. The chancery gets to have a look at context in rendering its judgment. So, you best go easy on your objections, eh?”

Church offered a conciliatory smile and pulled some documents from his satchel. “Mr. Solomon is new to Precedent Law, but I can attest that Mr. Wilkinson had long planned to bequeath⁠—”

“Which is beside the point,” interrupted Brach. “Mr. Solomon is a failed musician. The day of the murder, he’d been relieved of his only prospect to sustain himself with his trade. And that same evening, when Mr. Wilkinson told Mr. Solomon of the will, Mr. Solomon saw his opportunity and took it.”

“But I’m telling you,” I almost shouted, “I didn’t know about the will until after I’d identified Henry at the morgue⁠—”

Someone in the gallery booed, and the rest of the rabble laughed and whistled until Tyler shushed them.

“So you say,” said Brach. “But I’ll take it a step further. We all know that a mortal human’s only interest is self-interest. With that in mind, I offered you all the fame and fortune of a successful music career. Yet you turned me down.” Brach looked into the face of each Strata chancellor in turn. “I submit that Mr. Solomon realized the potential of possessing sole access to the Abyssal Steps, and so hastened his proprietorship by killing Mr. Wilkinson.”

Church held up some papers. “I would remind the chancery that the will alone does not transfer proprietorship. The ward must also accept its owner and bond to him.”

“Which,” argued Brach, “is not something Mr. Solomon would likely have known before he murdered Mr. Wilkinson.”

Lady Aethelflaed rapped her knuckles on her table. She took off her helmet and pinned Brach with a hard look. “Has the ward bonded with Mr. Solomon?”

“Lady Aethelflaed,” said Brach, “with all due respect, that is entirely beside the point. Mr. Solomon has flouted Precedent Law. He must stand to account, just as Edward should have answered for the assassination of your husband, despite the grace of your subsequent rule.”

Grace O’Malley drummed her table with her fingers. “Mr. Brach, you have not answered Chancellor Aethelflaed’s question.”

Church whispered, “O’Malley survived Queen Elizabeth’s eighteen Articles of Interrogatory. She loathed the Irish and English monarchs. She’s our wild-card vote.”

“The answer, my ladies, is currently yes,” Brach admitted. “But during his short tenure, he’s already once lost that bond, and has compromised his ability to renew it. The truth is that unlike either of you, Mr. Solomon has but a tenuous grasp on what it means to truly lead. And I’ve not yet even mentioned his attacks on other thanatists, such as Sir Bazalgette, nor his pursuit of illegal Orcus thread, which should concern us all. No, my ladies, he is, quite frankly, dangerously ill-equipped to steward the Iron Horse and its Abyssal Steps⁠—”

I knocked our table and stood up. “You might be right, but that is also beside the point.”

“Really,” said Brach, “and to which point do you refer?”

Church gently grabbed my arm and whispered, “We don’t have hard proof, Jack. And we certainly haven’t heard much goodwill here. Tread lightly.”

The hell I would.

I pointed a trembling finger at Brach. “You murdered Henry Wilkinson.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE



The black-iron box operates on two principles: first, iron is a grounding metal, which nullifies spiritual energy; second, black-iron, drawn from the Endless Dark, silences the mind.

—Leonard Skeffington, Explications of Torture, a banned folio

The galleries of Westminster Hall erupted with shouts and gasps. All except the private schism box, whose occupants remained still, watching.

“You killed Henry,” I said again, though I could barely hear myself over the noise.

The chancellors looked at one another. Then Lady Boudica slammed her fist down on her table, and the gallery riffraff went quiet.

She stood up and turned a terrifying glare on me. “You make a dangerous accusation, Mr. Solomon.” Her voice was like grinding glass. “And you level it at one of the Strata’s firmest defenders. What evidence have you?” She paused. “Think carefully, as nothing less than your soul depends upon it.”

I froze. My evidence would be considered circumstantial at best. It had been a bad play. Just then, Church put a hand on my arm and pointed toward Cassius, who clearly wanted me to call for his testimony. I shook my head.

King Caswallawn leaned forward in his chair, swept back his long, black-and-silver hair, and smiled at me. “Lady Boudica is trying to intimidate you, son.”

It was working. London might never have had a fiercer revolutionary than Boudica. Our odds against Brach got plenty worse if she was backing him.

“Young man,” continued Caswallawn, “I was defending what was right long before any of our chancellors here were sucking on a teat, so trust me when I say . . . speak the truth and you’ll know gentle winds.”

That’s all I wanted—a chance to tell Henry’s story. I had to believe they’d help us then.

“And you”—Caswallawn pointed at Brach—“will let him speak without interruption.”

I thanked Caswallawn for his patience and told them about the shooting in the alley, Brach’s bindings on the assassin’s body, Henry’s imprisonment at Newgate, Brach’s various henchmen, and the summoning of Handel.

The galleries erupted again. “Muster for Muster!” some shouted. “Help us move on!” cried others. This was Brach’s army. Part of it anyway.

“Baseless accusations!” Brach shouted. “And he offers no proof.”

Chancellor Tyler pounded his fist on the table so loud it sounded like a gunshot. “Shut yer gobs, the lot of ya!”

The gallery rabble slowly quieted.

From the far side of the octagon, Purcell held up his hand. Tyler motioned him in.

“Esteemed chancery,” Purcell began in his officious tone, “for the record, I encountered Mr. Solomon in the Strata. Many of us did.” He gestured at Brach’s entourage. “However, contrary to Mr. Solomon’s suppositions, we endeavor only to preserve the past from a topside influence that is already reshaping and erasing our history. I would ask the chancery to bear in mind that as a thanatist Mr. Solomon is callow at best. And as such, the workings of the Strata are, no doubt, foreign to him.”

The chancellors around the tables and people throughout the galleries muttered in agreement.

Lakshmi raised her hand. “May I speak?” Tyler frowned but waved her in.

She walked over and stood at my side. “I find Mr. Solomon impudent, reckless, and sometimes bothersome, but I can bear witness to the veracity of his claims, most importantly the summoning of a mature wraith, which—I needn’t remind the chancery—is by itself a high crime against Precedent Law.”

Tyler cocked his head. “You got any proof, Raptorial, that Muster Brach killed Henry Wilkinson? Or that he summoned this wraith, for that matter?”

“No, sir,” she said. “And Mr. Purcell, despite his artful testimony, is largely to blame for that. More than once he’s prevented us from collecting the necessary evidence.”

Purcell scoffed. “Is anyone surprised to hear an answer of such convenience?”

The cry “lies” started in the far corner of the gallery and spread across the hall. Cassius again caught my eye, and again I shook my head. They’d discorporate him if he confessed. And even if they let him testify, they might not listen to what he had to say. I wasn’t sure which was worse.

A few moments later, Emaline slowly stood, quieting the crowd. “As both Mr. Brach’s daughter and urn-bearer, I have to say that it would seem we have little more than competing accusations.” She shifted to look at me. “Except that Mr. Solomon, who’s known Mr. Wilkinson only five years, has any number of motives for his assassination. While my father, a lifelong friend to Mr. Wilkinson, is widely known to have but one motivation, one conviction, and that is the protection of the Strata.”

Again the galleries and chancellors mumbled in agreement. Emaline gave me the slightest nod and sat. Damn, she was smart.

“You’re absolutely right,” I said. “Your father would do anything for the Strata. Which includes killing his friend to set off a war against the topside world.”

The folk in the galleries broke into a deafening roar this time. But for all their howling, I didn’t see a puzzled face or hear a word of denial from the chancellors. It surprised the hell out of me, to be honest. I was going to have to do more than call Brach out for murder; I had to expose the ugliness and scale of his crimes.

“I’ve seen the bodies,” I shouted, “the roundups, the propaganda, the plans.”

Brach slammed our table with both hands, silencing the hall. “Cease these lies.”

“He’s not content to merely defend the Strata,” I said, pushing ahead. “He means to kill thousands of topsiders, replace them with vestige puppets, and take control of London’s future the way autocrats always seize control, by changing its culture.”

“Which begins how?” asked Mad Jack.

I pointed at his bagpipes. “With music,” I said, and told them about the mummers, the new instruments and training, the venues, and all the rest.

Captain Burton knocked on his table. “Cultural drift is principally a matter of changing sexual mores, Mr. Solomon, much the way I influenced Victorian society to move from prudery to sexual exploration by translating the Kama Sutra for native English speakers. Music is simply a downstream manifestation. Therefore, I cannot believe in a conspiracy that hinges on the influence of music, regardless how compelling that music may be.”

“With all due respect,” I said, addressing Burton, “even when you look at sixties music, of all the downstream manifestations, attitudes towards sexuality were the slowest to broadly change. Hell, they’re still changing.”

Tyler wrapped his table. “Watch yer mouth, Mr. Solomon. And I take issue with the very notion that London is somehow a topside world separate from the rest of us. No sirree, it’s a cont— A contin— Ah, bollocks, Nancy, wha’d you call it last time?”

“A continuum,” Chancellor Nancy Wake said.

I jumped back in. “And the ward helps maintain the balance of that continuum. But now she’s dying. My friends and I dismissed Brach’s wraith before it could consume her . . . but she hasn’t got much time left.” Brach shot to his feet and shouted, “More preposterous lies!” Spittle flew in every direction. Grace O’Malley grimaced, and Caswallawn got up to wipe a blob of it off her table with his sleeve. Any other time, I would have laughed.

Lady Aethelflaed knocked her table to get my attention. “Are you certain of this?”

I nodded. “That’s why Brach’s accused me of killing Henry, to stop me from trying to save her so he can take her song.”

Even the throng in the galleries gasped. The chancellors shared grave looks.

Mad Jack curled a hand around his pipes.“‘The Lays of Resolve’ . . . dear me.” Caswallawn leaned forward. “I was there when the Ward first sang ‘The Lays.’ It would indeed make a powerful tool to galvanize an army.” “It’s more than that,” I said. “Brach plans to use her song to change education, government, policy. He’ll force the world to yield to his vision of what it was and what it should be.”

Brach scoffed. “Even were these accusations true, who here isn’t weary of the topside world’s treatment of the Strata?”

The galleries muttered more agreement, and several of the chancellors nodded.

I knocked my table good and loud. “He’ll do it in the Strata, too.” The hall got deadly quiet. Tyler eyed me. “What exactly are ya sayin’,

Mr. Solomon?”

I looked around the octagon. “I think some of you know this has already started in the Strata. But it’s going to get worse. Brach’s whole plan is to strip away our choices. And those who dissent from his vision will be shouted down or placed in camps. It’ll begin with the public degradation of artists and other innovators . . . and end with the killing of anyone who doesn’t comply.”

Brach finally turned and stared at me. “Your world has been killing us for years.” There was a long silence. “Why do you think the Strata exists, Mr. Solomon? We are a collection of souls who, for various reasons, aren’t ready to move on, but, because of the Strata, have the chance to progress toward that possibility.” He raised a hand, pointing at Bazalgette and the rest of his entourage. “But when your songs and books and films and historians ignore us, marginalize us, or refashion us to their own purpose, it changes who we are, just as it changes the Strata itself and impedes or prevents us from reaching that goal.”

I shook my head. “People above don’t know⁠—”

“The soul’s only real desire,” Brach continued, “is to rejoin family, find some peace. And most do it in the blink of an eye. But for those of us who wind up in the Strata it will take decades, sometimes centuries of slowly progressing toward that same opportunity . . . unless before we do, we are erased or changed by topside mortals who ignore or rewrite our history.”

Church tried to interrupt. “Even I⁠—”

“Then, not only do we lose hope of moving on,” Brach shouted, “but our souls will eventually expire to nothing. And the loss of those memories, Mr. Solomon, contracts the Strata itself, making it ever more difficult for the rest of us to reach the Meadows. My so-called war is nothing more than our effort to stop the topside world from stealing the simple hope we have of moving on.”

It seemed the entire hall was staring at me in silent condemnation. Tyler finally knocked his table. “What have you to say for your world,

Mr. Solomon?”

My world. It wasn’t just me who was on trial. It was the present. And a conviction would galvanize the Strata’s support for Brach’s war. This had been Brach’s strategy from the start. I was sure of it. And the hell of it was I couldn’t defend the present world; it was too big an argument, with consequences I couldn’t even begin to calculate. Besides which, I hated the idea that something we were doing was actually harming the past. Still, if I couldn’t stop this right here and now, there was no telling how many people would die, with the rest eventually bowing to Brach.

While I fought to find the words, footsteps echoed behind me. A hand came to rest on my shoulder. Cassius.

“You don’t have to do this,” I whispered. “I don’t . . . I can’t . . . we’ll find another way.”

Cassius squeezed my shoulder. “If it were only to save you, I would still ask to speak, because you are my friend. But this is about more than you or me. So, as my friend, let me do this.”

I could have stopped him—he wore my bindings, after all. And Lord knows I wanted to. But as much as it tore me up inside, I let him say his piece.

In his deep, clear voice, he declared, “I murdered Henry Wilkinson. I was compelled by Mr. Brach to assassinate him by way of a handgun. The strategy consisted of moving my semblance into a gudgeon to perform the act, then back to the frame I now occupy. The handgun would, given Precedent Law forbidding firearm usage, obscure the fact that I was ordered by a thanatist to do so . . . by Brach himself.”

The gallery erupted in mutters.

“The chancery knows,” said Brach, silencing the crowd, “that the testimony of a vestige is unreliable, since we must assume it would be compelled to lie for its binder.”

“I’m afraid he’s right, Mr. Solomon,” said Mistress Wake, “and it’s still hearsay.”

Tyler knocked his table. “Mr. uh . . .” “Classicus, sir.”

“Mr. Classicus, I’m afraid you’ve failed to show any direct connection to Muster Brach.” Tyler smirked. “As such, I now call for a vote on the charge against Mr. Solomon.”

I was still missing something . . . some small but important detail. I quickly ran it down in my head.

While in the body of the corpse-paint man, Cassius had murdered Henry. The scar of that crime had burned itself into the corpse-paint man’s shadow, like a residue of Cassius’s choice. But a crime against the soul lived in the spirit, and so followed Cassius to the body he now occupied, traveling with him.

I’d seen other wounds resulting from crimes against the soul . . .

. . . the scar inside Madam, which her son now carried, because Brach chose to banish her . . .

. . . the scar inside Father Kincaid, from Henry’s killing of innocents in the House of God . . .

. . . Emaline’s primal moment, caused by Brach’s refusal to let her move on . . .

These wounds resulted from someone harming or being harmed by the people they loved.

But neither Cassius nor the corpse-paint man had ever known or loved Henry.

Maybe, then, harming a loved one wasn’t only about the person committing the act. Maybe the scar of that choice started further upstream. And if so, maybe it also existed in the person who gave the order in the first place.

Perhaps that’s what I’d been missing.

Because Brach and Henry had been friends. So, even if Brach had only ordered Henry’s assassination . . . he’d have the scar to prove it.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX



When two schisms are anathema at once, a total breakdown of Precedent ensues, being called: Bedlam. This is because under such circumstances as much as forty percent of all thanatists have their lawful protections removed. The unanathematized then, unfortunately, abandon Precedent as a matter of self-preservation and opportunity, elsewise they’d function at a handicap relative to their anathemtized brothers and sisters.

—The Foundations of Bedlam: A Study of the Black Plague, Sir Thomas More

With all the eyes of Westminster Hall on me, I pulled out my lantern and bow and lit my ghost stone.

“I may be new to thanaturgy,” I said, “but one thing I’ve learned is that crimes against the soul leave a visible wound in the shadow.”

Tyler rolled his eyes. “We hardly need a lesson in core thanatics.”

I took my lantern by its pistol grip and played the hardest revelatory stroke I’d ever played. Light flashed bright, and Cassius’s shadow fell dark across the tiled floor. I pointed my bow. “There. Supplicating hands were Mr. Wilkinson’s personal mark, and the tobacco leaf belongs to Mr. Brach. The chain, as you know, represents a compulsion binding.”

The Strata chancellors leaned out over their tables and peered into Cassius’s shadow, as did the schism leaders from their private box.

Then I whirled toward Brach, hesitating a moment. There was no turning back from this. If the same mark wasn’t there . . .

I played another hard revelatory stroke. Brach didn’t even bother with defensive light to wash his shadow away. There was no similar scar. No supplicating hands and tobacco leaf mark visible against his shimmering pattern.

What was I forgetting . . . music.

I studied Brach’s pattern and found his gleam notes pulsing in strong two-note stabs, like “O Fortuna” from Carmina Burana.

Then I struck my lantern again and belted out Brach’s song, weaving it together with the awful images of Henry’s death as well as the images of his kind smile, reassuring touch, and patient way he had with people. The fury of my voice froze everyone in the hall except Brach, who finally fought back, raising his lantern and playing defensive light to wash out his shadow. I slammed out another revelatory stroke, shredding the rest of my strings and snapping my bow. Light leapt from my lantern, brightening Westminster Hall in tones of amber. I sang of Henry’s many kindnesses to me, to others. I didn’t let up, bearing down to drive more power into the notes.

And like an ember turned bright by a sudden wind, the supplicating hands and tobacco leaf shape in Brach’s soul lay exposed like a raw, open wound. And inside it swirled the memory of him binding Cassius to kill Henry.

Brach grimaced and dropped his lantern.

The crowd in the galleries roared. The schism leaders whispered to one another.

“Good hell,” Tyler muttered, “how is he showing this to everyone?”

I was dripping sweat and aching inside, reliving Henry’s death, remembering what a good man he was. I continued to scream out those notes until my throat felt like it might bleed, then let it go. Brach’s song echoed out to nothing. In the silence, I darkened my lantern and sat back down in my chair, trying to recover my breath.

A few of the chancellors frowned at me. Mad Jack’s eyebrows were pinned to the top of his forehead. Lady Aethelflaed had pursed her lips so tight she looked like a life-sized Kewpie doll.

Tyler shook his head and looked around the octagon. “We have no choice but to vote on the violation of Precedent Law Two.” He raised his arm. “How say you all?”

Other than Mistress Wake, who had no vote, all the chancellors, except Lady Boudica, raised their hands; a moment later Boudica joined them.

“Very well. Muster Brach”—Tyler cleared his throat—“you are hereby found guilty of breaking Precedent Law and are consequently sentenced to confinement until an appeal can be heard, should you, in fact, choose to make one.”

The schism leaders had apparently heard enough, and quietly disappeared back through the curtain of their private box. But the mob in the galleries shot to their feet, shouting threats and spitting down on us. Amidst the chaos, Emaline stood and raised her hand for attention. The crowds quieted and sat.

“Emaline, sit down,” Brach hissed.

She remained standing and deliberately met the eye of every chancellor. “With this clear and convincing evidence, the Shiguan wish to formally denounce the actions of Mr. Muster Brach, its former presiding head.”

“She has no authority,” Brach shouted. “And despite this charade, the Strata will continue to contract and its residents die if something isn’t done. I’m offering a solution.”

Tyler knocked his table. “The vote is final.”

The gallery crowds shot back to their feet with a roar, then began descending to the gallery balustrades and dropping to the hall floor. Chancery thanatists spoke their lanterns to life. Thousands of binding threads shimmered as vestiges shook their fists or blades and began storming toward me. Brach’s entourage—Purcell, Rutherford, and others—lit their lanterns, too, and took their bows in hand.

A dozen raptorials rushed in from both entrances, racing toward the frenzy. My friends pulled their weapons and whirled, readying for the fight. The chancellors pounded their tables for order. In the midst of it

all, across our table, Brach sat calmly staring at me. I gripped my knife but knew we’d be overwhelmed.

But then Brach stood and raised his hand.

His army went silent and still. “This has been a gross miscarriage of justice,” he began. “Precedent Law will need some reform if the Strata is to survive an unchecked assault from the world above. But I will not have my people warring with the chancery or devolving into the same unthinking self-interest as those we would fight against. Stand down, my friends. There will be another day.”

There was some muttering, but the Shiguan all lowered their weapons, and the raptorials quietly escorted those who’d left the gallery from the hall. The chancery attendants surrounded Brach, who asked to share a word of goodbye with his entourage. Tyler nodded, and Brach stepped out of the octagon. Going down the line, he shook hands and exchanged a few quiet words with each member of his team, giving Purcell a hug, before returning to the octagon. He and Emaline shared a long look, then four chancery raptorials began to escort him toward the iron box. He paused in front of me and stared.

I wanted to deck him. Instead, I reached over and took the bow from his belt. “Can’t imagine you’ll be needing this. By the way, I’m not sure I ever thanked you for the lesson.”

Brach smirked, then the raptorials opened the iron box, shoved Brach in, and sealed the door. Another team of raptorials escorted Swan, Purcell, and the other Shiguan leaders out of the hall, as Brach’s supporters in the galleries jeered and spat over the railing.

Despite a unanimous vote, Tyler was shaking his head, as were Boudica, Captain Burton, and Grace O’Malley. Finally, though, Tyler raised his hands, and the crowd went quiet again. He leaned forward with both elbows on his table. “The evidence is, as Ms. Emaline has stated, clear and convincing.” He turned to Cassius. “In keeping with Precedent Law Two, regarding violence against a thanatist, you will be dismissed.”

I stepped in front of Cassius. “Like hell he will.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN



Unwilling to forgive himself, a good man often fails to see his goodness. Unwilling to condemn himself, a bad man often fails to see his sin.

—Inscription, Cosmati Pavement, Westminster Abbey

Brach’s angry mob cheered to have Cassius dismissed, but I held my ground.

“He was just taking orders,” I said.

Tyler sat back and smiled faintly. “The law is clear.”

“Church,” I pleaded, “doesn’t Cassius deserve some leniency for testifying?”

Church’s hands fell to his sides. “I’m sorry, Jack. Unprovoked vestige aggression toward a thanatist is unpardonable.”

I was having none of it. If there was a way to get Cassius out of this, I would find it.

“Jack,” said Cassius, “you are a good man. But I committed the crime, and I will stand up for it.”

I started to argue, but he stopped me with a sad smile.

“What I need you to understand, Jack, is that I want to do it. The chancery honored their verdict against Brach. We must honor their verdict against me.”

“But you fought for the right thing this time,” I said.

“We did. Which is all the more reason to finish it with dignity.”

It was a bogus law. At least in this instance it was. Cassius had been fighting to prevent a war against Shiguan who were breaking a dozen Precedent laws. It was unfair. And I wanted to fight it. But I couldn’t ask him to roll back on his honor, just when he’d reclaimed it.

Tyler motioned for the raptorials to seize Cassius.

“Hold up,” I said. “I bound him. If he’s got to be unbound, I’ll be the one to do it.”

Tyler sighed. “Very well, be quick.”

I stood there staring at my friend. We’d covered a lot of miles in such a short time. He drew his sword and handed it to me. “For you, Jack. Use it well.” I took the gift and bit back the ache in my throat.

I wanted to tell him so many things. But the chancellors were already fidgeting, so I settled on “I am happier to know you today, Cassius Classicus, than I was yesterday.”

He smiled. “And I you, Jack.”

We shared a long look, then I drew my khopesh and gently severed his bindings. They fell to the marble floor, and I extended my hand, taking him in the clasp he’d taught me. He put his giant hand around my forearm and squeezed. I already missed him.

But there was one thing more. The reason I wanted to be the one to dismiss him.

I brought to mind his steady calm in the face of overwhelming odds. I recalled the many times he’d risked himself for me and the Horse. I thought about how quickly he’d become loyal to our cause, and about the moment he came running onto the Ancient Stratum to rescue me from the wraith, even after I’d sent him away.

I allowed for traces of his own regrets, too. To make the fuller picture. Then I sang it all in a whisper, so that only he and I could hear.

His brow furrowed. “I was so beleaguered by my shame.” His grip tightened on my arm. “But I became the man I was in my youth, did I not?”

I looked him in the eye. “Damn straight.”

“Thank you, Jack.”

“The choice is yours now, I think, to move on if you wish.” He nodded and slowly began to fade.

I couldn’t bear to envision the Meadows and watch him go. So, clutching his forearm, I eased his body to the hard stone floor, then watched his semblance pull free and disappear beneath him. The memory of my oldest brother, Mark, stepping in to save me when I got caught in the wrong place one night, flared and was gone. Another hollow like those I’d felt after Henry and Handel moved on opened up inside me.

“Are you quite finished, Mr. Solomon?” asked Tyler. I let go of Cassius’s hand and stood.

“Master Tyler,” said Emaline, “with my father under censure, I claim leadership of the Shiguan. Having the full support of my kin, any future matters or concerns pertaining to Shiguan defense of the Strata may be addressed directly to me.”

Tyler nodded. “Very well. But take care to tread a straighter path, else the Chancery may have nought but to recommend anathema inquiries to the Convocation.” He raised a fist. “We are adjourned until⁠—”

“Wait!” I’d been so overwhelmed by the trial and Cassius’s dismissal that I’d almost forgotten. “Can you help us renew the ward?”

“The chancery has discussed this problem many times,” said Caswallawn, “but there is no Precedent Law against unfettered access to the Abyssal Steps. If, on the other hand, the Steps are used to abuse Precedent, please apprise the chancery.” Then softly he said to me, “You have my sympathy.”

Tyler slammed his fist down. “We are adjourned.”

As the galleries started to empty, I rushed around the table to Emaline. “Brach has recovery teams set to descend on the ward⁠—”

“I’ll send word for them to stand down.”

Emaline dashed out the exit at the south end of the hall. The Strata chancellors began to return to their strata through their illuminated tapestries. My friends came inside the octagon to join Church and me.

“They were never going to help, were they?” I asked.

Church heaved a sigh. “I’m sorry, lad.”

Lakshmi surveyed the room. “You stifled their rebellion, Jack. I would never have thought it possible.”

“You got justice for Henry,” Lady added.

And Emaline escaped Brach, I reminded myself.

“Count your blessings, man.” Chuey clapped my back and started to sing. “You could have wound up the man in the box. Buried in your⁠—”

I smacked his chest. His voice was still terrible.

“The Ward is nearly dead.” I stared at the little khopesh in my hand. “How will we defend the Horse and its people when she’s gone? Not to mention all the resentment in the Strata for our world.”

“It isn’t all the Strata,” Kincaid reminded me.

“I know,” I said, “but it only takes one. And they’ll have access to the Steps.” Everyone at the Iron Horse needed to know what was about to happen.

So, exhausted as hell, my friends and I left Westminster Hall and headed back to the place where it all started.


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT



Any spirit—semblance, soul, or wraith—that finds itself upon the Asphodel Meadows inherits the quality and reward of a soul, be it to them a blessing or a curse.

—From Verities of the Dispossessed

My friends and I turned the corner onto the road of the small medieval Iron Horse church. Shiguan crews crowded the muddy street. Thanatists had used bond threads to make vestiges look like topsiders. Some stood in groups, rehearsing snatches of dialogue. Others were studying music charts. Still others were readying weapons and nets and consulting topside maps and photographs. On both sides of the road, violists were playing haunting songs using Brach’s seventeen-note scale.

I pushed through to the church doors and turned to face the crowd. “Brach’s been boxed,” I called. “His urn-bearer, Emaline, is in charge now. It’s over. Go home.”

A few vestiges looked my way, sneered, and went back to their preparations. I pulled my knife, expecting some resistance making a path for my friends, but no one tried to stop us, and we slipped by into the nave.

Thanatist crews packed the place from wall to wall. The pews had been busted into kindling and paintings ripped down. “This is a desecration,” Kincaid muttered.

The floor was covered in white scorch marks. “They fought back,” Lakshmi observed.

A few surviving congregants—members of the choir—stood pinned against the apse by Shiguan crews. Church caught my arm and pointed toward the door to the Abyssal Steps. It was open. It hit me then—we hadn’t yet passed through the ward’s protection.

“Jack,” said Lady, “if the barrier has receded this far, you can be sure the Shiguan have started down to try and take the Ward’s song. They don’t know the revolution’s over.”

I yelled out over the crowd, “Brach lost his trial. He wants you to stand down. It’s over.”

Then I handed one of the choristers Cassius’s sword, told him to use it well and that I’d be back for it, then quickly led my friends across the nave and down into the crypt. Fresh footsteps on the soft loam formed a beaten path to the Abyssal Steps on the other side.

Halfway across, Darnell lay on the ground, his face bashed in, blood streaming from his ear. His eyes were dimming, and his blue semblance had torn free of his body. Without thinking, I began to sing, stoking his remembrance of his pa’s military funeral, weaving notes into a song to let him know he’d done his father proud.

He nodded weakly, and his semblance faded.

My friends and I raced across the crypt and down the dark steps to the Saxon Stratum. The pressure erupted in my head, but I pushed through it. At least I knew which memories might return. We climbed through an open stratum door into the luthier’s stone workshop.

No ward protection here, either. Shiguan preparing for battle and readying iron nets filled the room and stretched out past the fallen wall and down the road.

There were scorch marks on the floor here, too. I didn’t see the luthier or his son.

“Brach’s been convicted,” I called. “Boxed by the chancery. It’s over.

Go home.”

I was feeling dizzy, but pushed back to the Steps and started down again.

Ella’s body lay on the stairs between strata. Lady hunkered down. “It’s too late.”

So again, I sang. Just a few lines, doing my best to give her the chance to move on. Then she was gone, too.

We continued down toward the Roman Stratum. On the stairs this time we found Sherzer and Delain, barely hanging on. I sang for them, as well. Just a few notes, hoping they’d be able to find the mountain of fire—more people to mourn if we made it through this crazy thing.

The ward still held a few yards of ground near the amphitheater’s orchestra entrance. Loch and a dozen topsiders hunkered inside the shrinking protection, clutching weapons low at their sides.

I pulled Loch around. “Where are the others?”

Loch shook his head. “We retreated down the Steps to stay inside the ward. The Shiguan chased us . . . spared no one . . .”

Just a few feet away, outside the barrier, milled a hundred Shiguan or more, including a good many legionnaires, holding their blades and glowing lanterns against the darkness. At the front stood Henry Purcell.

My vision blurred, and my legs nearly buckled. Kincaid put an arm around my waist until I got my footing.

Purcell spotted me and sauntered close. “You don’t look well,” he said, but it was Brach’s voice.

I drew a revelatory stroke on my lantern and looked into Purcell’s shadow. Brach’s gleaming Carmina Burana leapt in my vision around a scar of supplicating hands and tobacco leaf.

“That’s right, Jack,” said Brach, raising his hands like a man showing off a new coat. “A new gudgeon for my old soul.”

“My friends are dead,” I said. “That your doing?” “Such is war,” said Brach.

I imagined Westy and the others, just metal fans, Iron Horse mates, dying confused and afraid. The senselessness burned inside me.

I stepped toward the Shiguan mob. “It’s over. Emaline’s in charge now. You’re all to stand down. No revolution. No invasion.”

Brach laughed. “No, sir, I can assure you that Emaline is most definitely not ‘in charge now.’ ” His voice coming out of Purcell’s face made me double-take again.

“The chancery recognized her—” Brach shook his head.

I stowed my bow and gripped my knife. “What have you done to her?” “I’ve found an appropriate place for her failed potential,” said Brach. “I

have to say, though, that your little demonstration at tonight’s trial was most impressive. It’s no wonder Henry kept your potential such a secret.” Lakshmi stepped up beside me. “You’re still Mr. Wilkinson’s murderer, regardless of which vessel you occupy. So, I’m placing you under arrest.” Brach just smiled. “No, dear. We’re going to take the song any moment now. And once we have it . . . well, somehow I think things will be different.”

“Even if you get the song,” I said, “we’ll stop you from taking the Steps. It’s easy to defend a pinch point like a set of stairs.”

“The Abyssal Steps are the most direct,” said Brach, “but my Shiguan are staged at nearly every stair to the topside world. Once we have the song, the revolution will be swift and efficient.”

It was worse than I’d thought. I’d only used a couple of the stairways, but I knew there were Strata steps all across London. Even with my field map, there was no way we could cover them all.

“You can still be a part of it, Jack,” Brach continued. “You and your friends. I can be a forgiving man when I want to be.”

I shook my head. “The Ward’s almost dead. All we have to do is fight you off long enough for her to go, then her song will go with her.”

“Stubborn to the last.” Brach chuckled. “Jack, even if your ward expires, we’ll search out her song in the ancient dark where it first began. It would, of course, be an unfortunate delay, but hardly insurmountable. In the meantime, you’re going to die, and most of your friends here will die with you, becoming ciphers. Or . . . join us, save yourself and your friends. The choice is yours.” Brach sauntered away as though giving me time to decide.

We were heavily outnumbered, and weary besides. I gathered my friends back near the Steps. “It might be a bluff,” I said. “We don’t know that Brach could actually find the song once the Ward dies. On the other hand, if we fight, and one of you gets your bindings cut, I might not be able to help you. My point is, if they are going to get the song anyway, I’m not sure the Ward would want you to sacrifice yourselves in vain.”

“An honorable fight is never a vanity,” said Church. “While I have a choice,” Lady added, “I choose to fight.”

Kincaid clacked his metal rods together. “I’d like a chance at them just for what they did to the church above.”

“You’re my kind of priest.” Chuey brandished his macuahuitl, then turned to me. “We do it now, my man. Westmont strong.”

Lakshmi simply nodded. Ready.

These wonderful fools. They were likely cashing in their lives to buy a few minutes for a dying ward, giving whatever resistance might remain a few more days to prepare for invasion. Maybe I should just lead my friends back topside. Spare them. “You guys absolutely sure?”

Lady touched my cheek. “No matter the outcome, Henry would be proud.” “Quite right,” Church added.

Lakshmi pulled both her swords.

If I lived through this, I’d work twice as hard to be worthy of their friendship.

We formed a small semicircle with Loch and the others at the base of the Steps, facing Brach and his Shiguan in silence.

A few moments later I felt the thin, magnet-like force of the ward barrier retreat over us.

Brach waved his Shiguan forward. I pulled a quick bracing stroke on my lantern to strengthen my friends. Brach and several of the Shiguan thanatists did the same, filling the Roman Stratum amphitheater with beaming light and brassy tones.

Then we clashed, steel ringing, lamplight flaring. Lakshmi and Church battled on our flanks. Chuey and Lady led the others against the direct onslaught from the front, but our line began to collapse almost immediately under the massive assault. We had nowhere to go except down the Steps, but we had to give the Ward more time.

Loch took a sword to the chest. I dragged him inside the Ward’s protection to sing him onward, but my friends were being pushed back toward the amphitheater wall and the Shiguan were almost on top of us⁠—

Finally . . . I can let go. It was the Ward’s voice. I could feel my bond with her loosening.

“You held on for so long,” I told her. “You kept us safe. I’m grateful.

We all are.”

Thank you, Jack.

“The chancery wouldn’t intercede,” I said. “I guess we’re at the end.” No, she said. Not the end. In the Meadows there is one who sings my song. As the battle closed in around me, I called to mind the Meadows—the dark, endless skies above; the long fields of stone stretching away to the horizon; the wind rushing over me—and I was there again.

Something caught my eye. Several somethings.

A figure stood at the base of the mountain of fire, bracing against the wind, and gathering souls before they disappeared into the flames.


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE



Freedom is what you do with what’s been done to you.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, visiting fellow, Thanaturgy and Existentialism Forum, 1946

With Cassius at the center, souls were joining hands, steadying themselves against the wind that pushed them toward the fire.

More souls approached, joining the line, and with each soul their collective light grew brighter and stronger. I saw Westy, Ella, the Parley twins, Darnell, Loch, Sherzer, Delain, and so many other Iron Horse folk—vestige friends I’d tried to send on and human friends whose souls had come to the Meadows naturally. Against the roar of the mountain flames I heard them singing “The Lays of Resolve.” And above all their beautiful, graceful voices was Cassius’s powerful bellow.

He sings it with a warrior’s cry, said the Ward, standing beside me, radiant again, but that may be a good thing.

“I’ve never really figured out my past,” I admitted. “Not all of it. Not yet.”

The forgiving path is still one you should walk, Jack, but it was the essence needed for my threads. Each ward-bond is unique.

I was relieved, and troubled. “I’m not sure, then, how to ward this place.” She looked out across the Meadows at Cassius. You are good at staying,

Jack, and that is also a good thing.

A long silence fell between us. We shared it the way friends do.

At last, she said, I can rest now. Goodbye, Jack. Then she started toward the mountain of fire, born by the wind, voices rising from the other side, calling her home.

“Goodbye.”

As soon as the Ward disappeared inside the flames, Ella, Westy, the Parley twins, and all the rest merged with Cassius, becoming one in his body. Neither the fire nor the wind could move them. And with each joined soul their song grew louder and richer.

When they finally stopped singing, the old soul, my friend Cassius, walked through the howling wind, across the plain, and stood next to me.

“How . . . ?” I asked him. “Why?”

Because I wanted to finally stay a good course, Jack. For our third option.

In his shadow I could see the aching flare of his primal moment—the day he’d lost his family. “So you could become the ward.”

He nodded. And try to preserve the balance between your world and mine.

“So, instead of going into the mountain, you asked her to teach you her song.” His shadow shone bright with so many souls. “And the others?”

I sang an invitation that they might join me.

“You’re saving my ass again.”

Cassius smiled. There is no need for invective, Jack. And it is you who gave us the opportunity to make this choice.

It was so good to have my friend back. “Thanks . . . brother.” Cassius smiled.

He’d found a way to stay, to give us a chance to fight off a revolution.

It was everything.

Only a moment later, the barrier passed through me—the ward had collapsed. From somewhere behind me, screams rose and blades clashed. My friends in the Strata were still being attacked by Shiguan.

I offered Cassius my hand. He took it, and I let go of the Asphodel Meadows. Suddenly, we were back near the amphitheater in the Roman Stratum. Many of my friends had fallen, but the clashing of blades and war cries stopped when Cassius appeared glowing like the sun beside me.

Brach stood frozen, staring at the centurion. Then he raised and pointed his bow. “Take them!”

The Shiguan stormed toward us.

“Watch our back,” I called to my friends, then pulled Cassius after me as I raced down the Steps. Behind us, light flared, cries echoed, and steel clanged off the cold, hard earth. Brach and his mob took chase, playing assault strokes that shattered earth and stone around us.

Soon, I staggered out onto the Ancient Stratum. Clutching my aching head, I stumbled a few yards onto the long plain where I’d seen the Ward, dropped to my knees, and shoved my hands into the dirt.

The earth heaved. My mind exploded with images—a man weeping over a dead horse, a family huddled around a cook fire, Caswallawn charging into battle. It all churned up from the shifting soil.

I pulled my hands out of the loam and pointed Cassius to the spot. The old soul stepped to where the Ward had been and stomped his massive feet into the ground.

The battle spilled out behind us. Brach raged forward, blasting light at my friends and driving them back. His hundred Shiguan circled wide, hemming us in.

My friends closed ranks around me. Blades flashed in the lantern light. Church and Lady leaned on each other for support; Lakshmi waved one sword, using the other like a cane; Chuey could hardly hold up his macuahuitl; and Kincaid staggered, trying to defend Chuey.

My eyes stinging with sweat, I pulled the Orcus thread from my pack. It thrummed in my hands like a low B on a seven-string guitar. I imagined touching it was like taking hold of the woman’s soul whose streamers had given it life. After spooling out several lengths, I tried looping it around Cassius. The Orcus flared crimson and amber against the dark . . . but wouldn’t go. It was like the ward barrier again. Something was pushing back against the thread.

I blinked back sweat, hummed a few notes of my song, and tried again.

Closer. But the Orcus still wouldn’t go.

The thread will require something of you.

My mind raced. Whenever I invoked my song, the thread quieted, but not completely. So, whatever the Orcus required must have something to do with my wound, and I just wasn’t giving it enough.

I had to offer more.

And it had to be unique—for Cassius this time.

I thought about his primal moment and my own deep occlusion—both to do with family.

Maybe the ward-bond needed to understand why I would never break my oath to protect it. I believed Cassius and all the souls inside him might already know that. But something told me it needed to be more than just words and music. It needed to be the raw moments that led to the song, led to my fermata, led to the Ward telling me⁠—

You are good at staying, Jack.

I quickly grabbed my khopesh and hooked the tip beneath Lady’s Essiene sutures in my shadow. I hoped I was ready to deal with an open wound of the soul, like those I’d seen inside Henry. Either way, this would mean the forgiving path would have to wait a while.

“Jack,” said Cassius, “what are you doing?”

With a quick jerk of my knife, the Essiene thread slipped away, exposing my wound. Gold light spilled out. Hurt like hell. But I immediately sang my chorus, and the light pulled into a thin, radiant ribbon that wrapped the Orcus thread tight, flashing, fusing, then quieting it all to a still, bright band.

I then quickly began looping the thread around Cassius. The Orcus flared again—crimson, amber, and now with strands of gold.

“Stop this,” cried Brach. He beat his bow against his lantern, driving Chuey and Lady to the ground.

Each time I lashed Cassius with the thread, the soil rose up further around him.

“I won’t allow it!” Brach rushed me, khopesh glinting.

I pulled one last loop around Cassius’s chest, and a burst of golden light erupted from him, shimmering outward in all directions. A deep, descending glissando pushed outward with it, rolling over the

Shiguan army. Brach froze midstep behind me. All round us the battle ceased, my friends and the Shiguan standing like statues, their weapons clattering to the cracked earth.

Brach managed to raise his khopesh but was thrust back against the Steps, slamming into the wall.

Abandoning their weapons, Shiguan raced past him, clawing over each other as they hurried up the Strata. Iron Horse folk, some dropping to their knees, stared after them with weary smiles. Cassius’s earthen face nodded, then he raised a hand goodbye and sank down into a bed of loam.

It was done.

I looked over at Kincaid, who stood, hunched over, his rods gripped loosely. He’d put away those rods until all this started. Given so much since. Cassius’s friend. Mine, too. He wiped his face and started my way.

Church and Lady and the rest of my other friends gathered around me and together we stared down into the soil.

“Hell of a thing,” said Church.

I nodded. “Hell of a thing.” Then I pointed to Brach. “Lakshmi, get that piece of sh— Get Brach back to his box, will you?”

Lakshmi smiled and flashed the metal salute. She then marched over, grabbed Brach, and started shoving him up the Steps.

“Was that a country fan throwing me the horns, Chuey?” Chuey did the same. Then Lady and Church and Kincaid.

I’d never been so relieved in my life. I almost broke into song right there on the ancient soil—something triumphant like “Carry On Wayward Son” by Kansas. But I was too tired, too spent. It would take some time for me to process everything that had happened. I just wanted to be back topside lying on the old greenroom couch.

Almost too weary to lift my arm, I flashed my friends the horns.


EPILOGUE



No. Nothing comes from nothing. And so, what is ancient is not the beginning of things.

—Duns Scotus, “A Haecceity Corollary”

Three days after my Strata trial I once again stood on the stage at Wembley Stadium. This time, a hundred thousand metal fans were holding up lighters and cell phones in the dusk as we played our last tune—“They Always Go Away.” The scents of stage smoke and cigarette smoke passing on the breeze were like old friends. My shirt clung to my back—slick with sweat—as I pushed everything I had into this last performance with the Hounds.

I held the last note even after the guys’ instruments had rung out. I wasn’t trying to upstage them, or pull any extra love from the audience. I just wanted to leave it all on the stage one last time. And the longer I held that note, the louder the crowd got, singing with me. I doubled over, squeezing every last breath I had, until I let it all go. The final word echoed with deep delay, and the stadium roared.

I won’t lie. Getting to play that song, in its final version, for a crowd like that, felt awfully damned good. As we came offstage, hyped from the show, we shared hugs and congratulations.

“That was insane,” Lynn said. “Holy hell, how cool!”

I wiped sweat from my face. “I won’t ever forget that.”

The guys, to their credit, didn’t try to talk me back into the band again. And we didn’t even need to say goodbye. We were still friends, and they followed me over to the Iron Horse. The after-party for the show just so happened to be part of the grand reopening of the Horse.

We walked in and the Hounds headed up to the bar for drinks. I cut left to my table. The all-welcome feeling of the Iron Horse had returned. And though Henry had moved on, his love and passion were so deep in the place, it almost felt like he was still behind the bar, drying glasses.

Nightwish was on the stage getting ready to play. Yesterday, they’d headlined the first night of the festival, and were holding over to do some recording with the London Symphony. Their keyboard player, Tuomas Holopainen, was a buddy of mine, so they agreed to play the Horse for the reopening even though it was like a closet compared to their usual venues. I sat in my booth in the corner, alone for the first time in days. It was where I’d always run to when it all went to hell. And hell had certainly come. Shadows flickered from the light of a dozen handmade candles, reminding me of Henry and the stories he’d always told about the Iron

Horse when we dipped them together.

I thought about Cassius, too. And Jimmy. And all the others.

I even thought about Mama. Forgiving her would be something I’d work on every time a memory of her returned. It would take time. Lady had offered to stitch my wound back up, but I told her no. For now, I wanted to live with it open, the past always close and raw. I’d figured out how to live with the pain a bit better, and somehow I thought it might heal faster if I remembered it all. Plus, there was some good stuff in there that came out from time to time. Not to mention Henry had had some open wounds. Made me wonder if being a good steward meant living with a few.

But none of it made the skin at my wrists itch. Not tonight, anyway. And I still had to forgive myself for quite a lot. Hopefully, that’d come with time, too.

There was something in my shadow that had changed, though. While my gleam notes still pulsed like a passage from the Shawshank score composed by Thomas Newman, they now reminded me of that part of the movie under the old oak tree. The notes ascended in a long, slow melody, then descended with a resolution that felt like hope. The pattern didn’t give me any sense of certainty, but it did help me see my song could change.

Across the pub, Chuey and Kincaid sat talking with Church and Lady. Chuey had them all laughing, as he recounted memories of all our fallen friends—tonight was also a celebration of their lives. He told story after story as he dished out lasagna.

Even though the ward was back in place, I still flinched now and then when the door to the Horse opened. This time, it was Margaretha, Emaline’s attaché. She motioned me outside.

I followed her out into the shadows of the alley. Standing there, beneath the old Iron Horse light, was Emaline in Doc Martens, black jeans, and a leather coat. Her face flared in the light of her cigarillo as I approached.

“Quite a night for you,” she said. “Congratulations on your reopening.” “Thanks. I trust things are good on your end?”

“Indeed, Jack.”

“What can I do for you?”

She took a deep drag. “I came to express my gratitude. I hadn’t anticipated your revelation at the trial. That was advanced shadow theory.”

“I got lucky,” I said. “And it almost didn’t matter, anyway, did it?”

She turned her head to exhale away from my face, her jawline catching the light. “I hadn’t anticipated Brach using a gudgeon, either. That oversight nearly earned me a stay at Newgate.”

“I guess it all worked out,” I said. “We restored the ward, too.”

“I felt as much.” She pointed her cigarillo at the Iron Horse behind me. “It’s as comfortable here as I remember.”

“How do you mean?”

Emaline tapped off her ashes. “It may interest you to know that I came to the Iron Horse some months ago, seeking refuge.”

I knew she had more to say, and sensed it wouldn’t be good, so just waited for the rest.

“I asked you once what you’d be willing to do to escape a life of slavery. Remember, Jack? For me, there was a time I was willing to risk Brach’s anger and retribution for coming here.”

“You never told me the last part,” I said.

“Life with Brach had always been hard. But his obsession with revolution made him insufferable. He came to expect that I share his madness, do to others what he’d done to me. That’s when I came to see Mr. Wilkinson to explore my options.”

“Didn’t like what you saw?”

“To his credit, Henry was honest about how exposed he and the Iron Horse were becoming, though he did mention that he’d begun to cultivate a promising successor, who he hoped might help him renew the ward.”

“Henry didn’t tell you it was me?”

“He kept that to himself,” she said, “ just as he kept my visit private. Do you have any idea what would have happened to me if Brach had found out I’d contemplated leaving him and the Shiguan?”

“I can guess,” I said.

“No, I don’t think you can.” She waved a gloved hand to indicate she was done with her story.

“You know,” I said, “when I revealed Brach’s scar, I caught a look inside your shadow.”

She drew smoke. “Is that so?”

“Pretty sure I saw a hint of the same wound Brach was carrying.” She stared at me, her cigarillo burning between us.

I didn’t need to peer into her shadow again to see the betrayal. I knew that look. “You left the Iron Horse that day with a new idea. Not to escape Brach, but to take his place.”

She nodded. “Once things were in motion . . . I do wish I’d tried to stop it.”

“Henry trusted you because he thought you needed help, and you twisted that trust into a plot to kill us both.”

“Brach needed what only the Ward’s death could give him.” Emaline shrugged. “He’d coveted it for a very long time. The Iron Horse protections had just always been too strong.”

I hated how casual she was about it all. “But then you learned the ward was failing, and you helped him see that if Henry was out of the way, he could weaken her and take her song.”

Emaline said nothing. This woman whom I’d empathized with, fought beside, and started to fall for was the one truly responsible for Henry’s death. I thought I might be sick.

She tapped her ashes again. “I guess I didn’t think it would get that far.” “No, because you planned to sell him out to Convocation and the

Chancery. He gets boxed, you take over. You’re no longer the slave. You’re the master.”

“It’s true I have my own ambitions,” she admitted, “but it’s also true that I couldn’t live that life anymore. And I didn’t agree with the way Brach was pursuing his revolution. So, I made a choice.”

I got very close to her. “You killed Henry.” “Henry was a good man. He will be missed.”

“Yes, he will. And I guess that puts an end to our friendship.” For sure, but I did feel a pang for it—somehow, I was still drawn to her.

She held my gaze. “Perhaps. Do consider, though, that I could have done less to help you with your ward, or even maneuvered to take it myself. But I didn’t, because I appreciate what it does for you and your people. None of which means, mind you, that the revolution is over.”

“Which means what?”

“Brach’s part is done,” she said, “and he was a catalyzing influence, to be sure. But his followers still clamor for reprisal against topsiders. And you shouldn’t forget that half the chancery still favors revolt. You’ve won peace for now, Jack, but there are many paths to revolution. For my part, I won’t ever again yield to someone who would seek to control me with lies . . . and that includes your topside world.”

I shook my head. “Kind of ironic. You saying that to me.” She smiled.

I wanted to gut her with my khopesh right there on the street. Of course, she was protected by the ward. “Turns out you’re every bit the daughter Brach always wanted.”

She tamped out her smoke against the wall. “Let us say our goodbyes before we spoil what rapport we have.”

“Just one more thing,” I said. “Brach was holding a child, Madam’s son. Get the boy back to her, or I’ll tell the Convocation about your part in Henry’s death.”

“Not that they’d have an ear for it, but what a lovely gesture. I’ll see to it.” She extended a hand, as though we’d concluded a business transaction.

“I think I’ll pass,” I said.

That seemed to piss her off. I knew from all my historical reading that it was better to keep your enemies close. But with her, I didn’t care. I was done. And standing back here where we’d first met, I suddenly remembered the dowsing stone that was still in my pocket. I dug it out and held it toward her.

“You can keep this,” I said. “My guess is it works both ways. Nice tracking device. But since we won’t be having any more meetings . . .”

She took the stone, said “Until next time,” and glided away down Manette Street.

That left me alone in relative silence, which I still hated. Needed some music. As I turned back to the Horse, Lakshmi appeared at the corner of the alley.

“Everything all right?” she asked, crossing toward me. “You keeping tabs?”

“Just happened to be in the area.”

“Right,” I said. “Come on in for a few minutes. Everyone’s here.”

We walked back in to find Church’s table empty. So, we ducked through the velvet curtain into the venue side, where our friends were watching Nightwish, who was about to start their set.

Tuomas saw me come in and waved me to the stage. I hadn’t planned on singing, but several of the regulars began to insist. Church, Lady, Kincaid, and Chuey among them.

“Go on, lad,” said Church.

“It’s no Buck ’N’ Bull,” Lakshmi said with a grin, “but I’d stay to hear you sing.”

I pulled Henry’s field manual from my pocket and handed it to Chuey. “Hold on to this, then. And don’t lose it.”

As I made my way onstage and looked out at all my friends—some of whom I didn’t even know yet—I knew I was in the right place.

I also knew I still had a lot to learn about this thanaturgic world. There were secrets lingering in the Endless Dark and all throughout the Strata. But I had people to lean on. People who weren’t going away. And they were more than a third option. They were family. I’d found my new band, sure enough. Henry had been right, and it had been staring me in the face the whole time.

“What’s it going to be?” Tuomas asked.

Thoughts swirled in my head: my old dreams, my rebirth, this whole new world of shadow, the beauty and pain I’d seen in so many souls. And Henry.

“Remember ‘Behind Blue Eyes’?” Tuomas and I had worked out our own version of it a few years back as a surprise for Henry.

“Of course,” Tuomas said.

I grabbed the mic and found Chuey in the crowd. He put his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Your voice sucks!” Always loved hearing that. Kai called out a four count, and the band launched into a powerful rendition of Henry’s song. I eased myself into the groove, remembering how he and I used to sing this one together. I still hoped to write more songs of my own someday, but just then, all I wanted was to crank up this one, remember my fallen friends, and share this night with my family.

Because music was back at the Iron Horse.
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