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    Quinn and the Angel


    WE ARE AN ANGEL of the Lord, and we will not be denied our vengeance.


    The Knight Quinn is framed in the lenses of our eye. He lies upon the hard earth, curled up like a child. Men are helpless when they sleep. Still we are wary. Quinn is devious, a killer of men, beasts, and machines. The continued existence of the knights is anathema to the Pax Angelica. They are tolerated nonetheless, a condition of the treaty. To harm him is to defy that peace and bring war to the continent. And yet we wish so dearly to harm him.


    We have our chance. Here, in the Ohio Badlands he is exposed, alone, lost in a dead space not easily observed by the servants of God.


    Our triad decoheres partially, enough to debate. In the etheric nonspace laid atop the world by the engines of the cities, we are one mind with three voices. We are the Merciful, the Wrathful, the Conciliator. We are an angel of the Lord.


    “If we are to have our revenge, we must be swift,” says our Merciful. Whether from mercy or pragmatism she does not reveal to we other two. We are momentarily divorced enough for her to hide her thoughts from the triad.


    “We cannot kill him, no matter our desire. What we are about to do goes against the treaty,” says our Conciliator.


    “We cannot hurt him. Directly, but we can set events in motion that will lead to his death,” says our Wrathful.


    “We court disaster,” our Merciful reminds us. “The consequences of discovery would threaten the Eastern League.”


    Our Wrathful will not be dissuaded. “He must be punished for what he has done.”


    “He must,” agrees our Conciliator. And so the balance of fate tips toward wrath. Two of the triad agree, so all agree.


    “Punishment is his just reward for the death of our agent,” says our Merciful.


    Our brief discourse done, we flow back into one another, one mind one voice. We reengage with the vulgar plane of matter and sin. We send our eye lower.


    The device descends on silent gravitic motors, halts at one hundred meters, and performs a tight sweep of the knight’s camp. The detail view of the eye zooms in on his face. Subtler instruments extrude from the eye’s casing to taste the man. Dirt. Blood. Sweat and the secretions of gross anatomy. Screeds of data rush from the eye’s simple, autonomous brain into the palaces of our minds where they might be properly understood. We see his autonomic core drives his existence, forcing air into his lungs and out, heart mechanically pumping, pumping, pumping. His consciousness is inactive, his somatic centers disabled. He is vulnerable.


    Quinn is asleep, deep asleep. Arrogant! Were we in his position we would never sleep again. We command our eye to descend lower. The altimeter ticks down. Twenty-five meters. We halt it.


    The knight shifts slightly in his dreams. Such is the danger he represents we recoil within the ether, though he cannot possibly sense the eye.


    “The time for revenge is now,” we say, our Wrathful is dominant. “Five men of rough aspect camp not far from the hated Quinn. It is time to alert them.”


    We do not know who they are. They are slavers, they are bandits, they are murderers. Any and all are possible. We care not which other than that they are suitable to be the instrument of our vengeance.


    “We shall manifest!” we say, and set in train tumbling paths of light-carried information. The eye opens, and we are born again into the world of men. “Let him see whom he has angered!”


    We are a seed of blue light, cold as revenge and more terrible than the stars, illuminating the wasted lands around Quinn’s camp with a ferocity that divides everything into searing white and night-black shadow. From this ball of lightning we grow. Tall lines spread up and down and open, blazing our majesty across heaven as they widen out to sketch the glorious outline of our form. With a rushing fanfare we materialize—an angel as an angel should be, tall and powerful, mercifully free of gender, blessed with broad white wings and a raiment of light so radiant men must turn away.


    Quinn’s horses buck and whinny. Their tossing heads yank at their pickets. One is the mount of knight, engineered for courage, but even the likes of he are not inured to the majesty of an angel incarnate.


    This takes less than a second. Quinn awakes. We note the rapid shift in his mental state, straight from dreaming to full awareness. Truly, we made these creatures well. He is on his feet and has his gun in his hand in the time most men would take to open their eyes. He aims into our light and discharges a round. It passes through our body harmlessly. We sneer at his efforts to injure us.


    Hubris is a disease of angels. He was not aiming at our manifestation. He was aiming for our eye.


    The bullet grazes the eye’s shell. Our datafeed buzzes painfully in our mental junction, and for a millisecond we, Wrathful, Conciliator, and Merciful, split into separate loci of being. This is not the gentle easing of the quorum, but a wrench, a dagger parting. The agony as our minds come unstuck from one another for the first time in four hundred years is unspeakable.


    We feel panic. We clutch for each other, panicked until we flow together and are one again.


    For that he will pay twice.


    We send our eye skyward with a thought, out of range of his pistol. Our light-spun form descends toward Quinn, treading an invisible stair. We halt at the height of a man so as not to profane our sanctity with the touch of unhallowed ground. Blessed by our effulgence, the land lights up for hundreds of meters around us. Animals flee into the brush. The white barkless skeletons of trees shine. This landscape is much abused, devastated in the Time of Wrath, again in the conflict between Columbus and Pittsburgh. Twenty years have passed since that war, only now does it begin to recover. The young trees growing at the feet of their elders’ corpses are sickly and malformed. Residual radiation here is great enough to call forth slow death. Only a desperate man would travel this land. Or a knight.


    “Quinn! I have come for justice!” we announce. Despite our eye’s coherent sonic projection cone, the volume of our divine voice is lessened by the distance demanded to keep the eye safe. This irritates us. Quinn’s expression, a mix of indulgent humor and pity, irritates us more.


    “I wondered how long it would take,” he says. So insolently calm! He must quail.


    “You destroyed the dragon of Winfort. You acted against us.”


    “I did nothing outside the laws. Nothing against the treaty,” he replies. His attention is not upon on our magnificence. He searches behind us. He is seeking our eye. He wonders if he can kill it and banish us. This stirs us to greater wrath.


    “You defied the will of the angels!” we proclaim, our voices singing in terrible concert.


    Quinn smiles at that. He looks around him, shakes his head. “Angels? I see only one here. This looks kind of personal to me. They even know you unplugged yourself? Affairs must be bad in heaven if the angels’ choirs are singing out of step.”


    “Insolence! Blasphemy!” The Wrathful in me acts too quickly for the Merciful to stop. We blast Quinn backward with an energy loop. The Conciliator is disappointed. That part wished to hear Quinn beg.


    The knight gets himself up and shakes his head, as if we are an unbroken mount that has thrown him, and he is disappointed! We unleash our displeasure again, carrying him head over heels to slam into the bleached trunk of a scarlet oak. Something cracks. We pray to the Lord God that it is his bones.


    Quinn gets to his feet. He spits blood into the dry earth and aims high with his pistol. Our displeasure turns to his weapon, heating it until he drops it. He throws it aside before the powder ignites in the casings of the bullet. We stop it from doing so. The men coming will want the weapon whole. Temptation must be put in their way, or they may not act as we wish.


    “You’re the one in trouble. How long can you keep this up before the others in your choir notice you have gone? They’ll shear you of your wings,” he says, quietly now, speaking into the buzzing crackle and blinding light of our manifestation, his eyes narrowed, hand up to shade his face. “Get on and kill me, if you dare. We both know you can’t, not if you like being an angel.”


    “We do not need to overstay, much as it displeases us,” we say. “And we do not need to kill you.”


    At our command, our eye emits a carefully modulated EM-burst. It rips into his skull, disrupting the firing of the knight’s neuronal network. Quinn drops hard. We hope it hurt.


    Our radiance dims, we fold our image back into itself, drawing away to the privacy of our eye.


    “You killed our dragon, Quinn. We will not abide that. You are to be punished.”


    We leave him spasming. The sight of his drool wetting the ground is particularly pleasing.


    For long moments little happens. We begin to anger again. The men must come soon. Knights are hardier than the run of mortals. Quinn will recover quickly, and then they will be no match for him. It must be now!


    We are about to depart, disappointed, unavenged, when our eye detects movement. We switch modes of vision to infrared, revealing men skulking behind a fallen tree and a pair of boulders some distance away up the slope.


    “What was making the light?”


    “Dunno, Molo, but there’s a man down there. He looks hurt.”


    “Who is he?” says one, a cruel-looking villain.


    “He’s down, that’s for sure. We should take him.”


    “It might be a trap, Jons.”


    They stick their heads up and down and duck back and forth, their feeble human eyes confounded by the dark. They dare not approach, but gawk like apes at a snake. We experience the urge to blast them all to ashes.


    “There’s a horse down there, a good-looking one,” says the one named Molo.


    “Yeah?” says Jons.


    “I see two,” says another.


    One of them comes out from behind his boulder and makes his way down the slope to Quinn’s camp. He has a heavy crossbow and looks like he is well versed in its use. He pokes Quinn with the toe of his boot. Quinn’s hands flop about uselessly. How delightful.


    The man peers at Quinn’s gear, leans down and pats over the fallen knight’s chest. He draws out something from within his mail. We see a platinum glint. We detect the short-range emanations of a knight’s badge. The man recognizes this for what it is. He steps back, crossbow covering Quinn.


    “Hey boys, boys!” shouts the man. “You’re not gonna believe this. This guy’s a knight!”


    “Get his gun!” shouts Jons.


    They all come down. Their mental states change from caution to excitement. Once they have tied Quinn’s hands and feet, they spend much time playing with his weapons, congratulating themselves on their haul, and how much money they will make from it. They are sluggish in thought, motivated by greed. It is easy to plant the suggestion in the mind of their leader Jons that they take him to Newtown Columbus.


    “We’ll sell him there to the Pit,” says their leader. “Ain’t no angels coming to Newtown, not ever. Knights like him still ain’t popular in these parts.”


    “And his gear?”


    “Trickier, but we can do it. Sell the weapons to the Seekers, horse to the Indians.”


    “I don’t like it, boss,” says Molo, a weaselly, twitchy little man in filthy buckskin. Like the others he wears a broad-brimmed hat, but his is clean, new, a hat band made of fine silver links circles it. Stolen, almost certainly.


    “They’ll not trace it back to us.”


    The taste of their minds is bitter. We feel soiled by our contact. Thankfully it is done. They cut the bonds on Quinn's feet, and run a line from his hands to his steed’s pommel. Then they are on their way, fearful of discovery.


    Our eye tracks the bandits as they drag Quinn staggering away behind his own horse. We enjoy the spectacle of his humiliation for half an hour, but even this grows tedious. Revenge is done. We have other business to attend to. The Pittsburgh choir will miss our input soon, and so we depart.


    So suffer all who would cross the angels.

  


  
    The Sheriff of Newtown Columbus


    THE HUMAN MIND IS so tailored to the provision of the illusion of reality that even in the darkest places a man will see.


    Jaxon was a man in such a dark place, and this is what he saw.


    The oppressive dark of the Newtown Cooker had given way some time since to a vista of scintillating colors. When, he did not know. When light goes, time’s perception fades. Sanity holds on longer. So it was a rational mind that regarded the view of the plains. It was late spring, just after the rains. Green grass stretched to the horizon, tickling at his fingertips with its sharp tips. A cool wind blew the fragrance of coming summer storms toward him. The knuckled, hunched blots of bison dotted the distance. A family of mastodons tore branches of trees. He knew that if he turned all the way around he would see his childhood home. He longed to see it, but he would not look. Past the house was the thing he did not want to see.


    Past the house the angels were making war on one another.


    Jaxon screwed his eyes shut. He could not shut out the visions.


    “Please please please,” he muttered to himself. “Please, Lord. Make it stop. I am sorry. Don’t make me see it again.”


    Jaxon understood the creation of this scene to be a function of his brain. Deprived of external stimuli the organ of mind had turned within, constructing a facsimile of the world to spare his sanity, not jeopardize it. He knew this, because he had read it.


    Knowledge can be a comfort, but his knowledge made him afraid. He should not know these mysteries. It was old science, and forbidden. His reaction to the illusion would be his undoing. The angels would sense what he knew. He would be punished.


    This last thought wrenched a burst of hysterical laughter from his throat. He was going to be punished anyway. He knew what was coming. Defiantly, he forced aside his fear and turned away from the open woods of the plains to face the Dreaming City of Columbus. Towers so tall they pricked the skies with their needled summits. Fire in the sky.


    The door opened with a wheezing clunk, letting in a dim illumination that burned his eyes. The vision crumpled, displaced by external reality.


    Footsteps approached. Jaxon curled into a ball, ready to receive a kick.


    A man coughed. Others shuffled about.


    “Get up, Jaxon. It’s time.”


    Jaxon did not respond. He looked inside himself, chasing the memory of the prairie, that moment of peace before the war shattered his life.


    “Kant,” said Jaxon.


    “What?”


    “Nothing we see is as it is. That’s what Kant said. We can’t know. We’re too limited.”


    “Dammit, Jaxon! Sheriff’s ready for you. He’s got company. Don’t keep him waiting. Things are bad enough for you as it is.”


    Jaxon whimpered and uncurled his arms from around his head. Too late. Rough arms hauled him up off the cement floor. In the unbearable glare of a single candle, Jaxon saw the punch-ugly face of Assistant Sheriff Garfield Twohills. His deputies Konnor and Boze eyed Jaxon with unguarded fear.


    “You’re a fucking mess,” said Twohills regretfully. “A fucking mess. Secure him.”


    Konnor tipped out the rattling contents of the sack he carried, and they clapped him in irons.


    They brought him out of the cell in shackles with a chain linking ankles and wrists so short he had to hunch like the bison in his waking dreams. He was hustled up from the cells at a pace unforgiving to both his chains and his body’s stiffness. By the time they shoved Jaxon into the sheriff’s office he was grimacing with the discomfort. The electrics of the corridors hurt eyes deprived for days of light. Those weak bulbs could not prepare him for the naked sun shining through the window. He cried out a little at it, screwed up his eyes. Callused hands pushed him into a chair.


    “Jaxon, Jaxon, look at me.”


    Jaxon opened his eyes the merest crack. A sunbeam blade sliced into his eye. He choked back a sob.


    “Take it easy,” said the sheriff, “take your time. You’ve had a rough week. No one takes to the Cooker too well, I understand. You need to readjust.”


    A match rasped. Jaxon smelled cigar smoke. The pain receded. He cracked open his eyes again, squinting against the sun.


    Sheriff Huares looked back at him, his heavy face tired and straining downward, weighted with the disappointments of life, of which Jaxon was only the latest in a very long line. Jaxon thought it a liberty; he had never promised anyone anything, least of all Huares.


    He blinked. Through streaming tears, Newtown Columbus resolved itself from the white pain on the other side of the glass. The soft browns of Sheriff Huares’s office were easier to behold, bookcases and trophies won in a lifetime of violent service to the kingdom of Ohio. The sheriff stared hard at him, and he dropped his gaze to the leather-covered desk surface.


    Huares nodded at the men behind Jaxon. The door clicked shut. Huares pushed over a glass of water with the tips of his fingers.


    “Thirsty?”


    Jaxon looked dumbly from man to glass and back again. If he’d been any sort of hero he’d have turned down the water. Before he could finish the thought, the glass was in his hand and he was gulping down the liquid so fast he choked. He shuddered and set the glass down hard, gasping like a drowning man.


    Slowly, the fog of isolation lifted. It was late afternoon. Noises of townsfolk murmured in the street. The sheriff’s office and courthouse was a solid brick fortress dead center of a town of wooden buildings, many of them still the pale yellow of young lumber. Over the other side of the square was the prince-governor’s house, his flag flying from its modest dome, those of Newtown and the Kingdom of Ohio flapping from the short towers at the end of the wings. The flagpole on the lawn out front bore no king's standard as it should, there being no king since the war. There wouldn’t be either. The angels had planned the mansion, just like they’d planned everything else in Newtown. Jaxon could not figure why they’d bother with a flagpole that would never carry a flag.


    Newtown Cathedral rose in half-finished majesty on the other side of the road from the governor’s mansion, its great stone ribs supported by a bewildering cat’s cradle of scaffolding. From the top of its unfinished spire the banner of the Dreaming City of Pittsburgh snapped in the wind coming off the plains. Their flag was bigger, brighter, and higher than all others around Government Square. Pittsburgh ruled Ohio now. Anyone seeing that flag would know it.


    Between the house of the governor and the house of God, a wide avenue opened up off the square, running alongside the Scioto River like a dog chasing a cart. Huares’s office was high enough up and the avenue straight enough so that Jaxon could see all the way to Old Columbus. The wooden buildings lining the road framed the broken stumps rising from the poisoned lands to the north.


    Jaxon’s eye was drawn from this view of splendid desolation by the tip of Huares’s cigar. Or more precisely, the tremor in it. Huares shook. Imperceptibly, almost, but he was scared. Jaxon’s heart slowed. Huares was unflappable, unafraid of death as any man can be, and once you take death out of the equation there isn’t much left to be frightened of. A fat flake of gray ash fell from his cigar onto the dark leather of the desktop.


    There were the ghouls of course, coming closer to town now they were all riled up. He could hear the shots at night even down in the Cooker. That wasn’t it. Huares needn’t be frightened of ghouls in his prison.


    The sheriff’s eyes twitched to his right.


    Jaxon’s field of vision seemed to stretch outward and a queasy sense of vertigo afflicted him. There was something at the far end of Huares’s desk. A statue next to the table lamp he’d barely registered. With dread Jaxon swung his head to look at it. His animal self anticipated what he’d see, even if his conscious mind lagged in realization, and his head swung wide and slow as a Mississippi trader’s barge grabbed by a river current. The statue was about a foot high, winged. When he saw the statue looking back at him, he knew it had got a whole lot more serious than ghouls running into the farms round town.


    Huares didn’t need to explain what the statue was, but he did anyway.


    “This is an emissary of the Pittsburgh angels, Jaxon, an oracle. I don’t think you need me to tell you what that means.”


    Jaxon couldn’t take his eyes off the oracle. Tiny eyelids rasped over ruby eyes, and it cocked its head at him. Jaxon’s head began to shake uncontrollably, a movement originating in the top of the muscles in the nape of his neck.


    “You have sinned greatly against the Pax Angelica, my child,” said the statue. It had a musical, piping voice, horribly like a child’s.


    Jaxon’s head shook more. He dropped his gaze to his wrists. They were reddened by the chafing of the manacles. The sunlight streaming into the office made his skin shiver. It was a cold warmth, early winter sun. Tears pricked at the corner of his eyes.


    “You are going to have to tell us everything you know about Rachel and her Seekers, Jaxon,” said Huares. There was a pleading note in his voice.


    “If I do that, you’ll kill me,” whispered Jaxon.


    Huares sucked hard on his cigar. It fizzed and crackled as he drew down the ring of orange fire toward his fingers, fraction of an inch by inevitable fraction of an inch.


    “What makes you think I’m not just going to toss you to the next ghoul pack that comes sniffing around for meat? Six kids, Jaxon. That’s how many we’ve lost, and that doesn’t take into account the damage you did to the Pit, nor the dead getting loose, nor the hole in the damned wall!” His voice rose to a shout and he slapped the desk. He looked at the statue apologetically for his blasphemy. It stared unblinkingly back.


    “We’re lucky the angels are merciful, praise the Lord. We’re an inch from a visitation on Newtown. That’s all on you, Jaxon. So, you talk now, starting with the rest of the Seekers, names, places, times, who their leader is. Or you’re going to have a lot worse things than death to worry about, so help me.”


    “I don’t know anything. Rachel was the one in charge. She never mentioned anyone else. She was careful what she said, and she’s . . . she’s gone.”


    “There are more involved,” said the Oracle serenely. “There are always more. Tell us what you know and your sins can be redeemed. Your body will perish, but your soul can be saved.”


    Jaxon shook his head quickly, a childish mix of defiance and petulance. “I don’t know anything. She told me nothing, and the others are all dead.”


    He shrank inside at his lie. There was Robyn. There was Bernadini. Unless they had been caught too.


    Huares drew in another lungful of blue smoke, and sent it out hurrying around his office. Jaxon followed its lazy curls, anything but look at the Oracle. There were books in cases and ancient artifacts behind glass and mementos from the war, everything framed in dark wood and dark leather, so he felt like he were trapped in the dried-out womb of a mastodon, gutted and dead on the plains.


    Then, then Jaxon realized he might be going mad.


    “You were not the only one,” said the Oracle. It walked along the desk, its footsteps hollow and metallic on the leather-covered wood. It stopped in front of Jaxon. Jaxon pulled himself in tighter so as not to look at it.


    “Look upon me, son of man,” the oracle said.


    Jaxon shook. Something intruded into his mind directly, cold as a blade of ice, and forced him to look upon the oracle.


    The statue was of an angel, an impressionist piece rendered in bronze. The sculpture was rough, made from hundreds of small pieces of metal the size and shape of a pad of a thumb. They slid over each other with a sinister scraping noise that set Jaxon’s teeth on edge. As these small scales of metal rearranged themselves, so did the oracle seem to move. It was ugly, imperfect, but deliberately. Nothing but the angels themselves could be perfect.


    “You know nothing of those who have defied the bans of the Dreaming Cities? Those who spread the blasphemous knowledge of the Gone Before?” the angel said.


    Tears streamed down Jaxon’s face. The chains stopped him from wiping his nose and he sniffled.


    “No, your holiness, I don’t,” said Jaxon.


    The angel was silent a moment. The atmosphere in the office became heavy with tension.


    “I suspect you are a heathen, or an atheist,” it said unexpectedly.


    “No, no! It’s not true, I believe, I believe in God and that his son, Jesus Christ, died on the cross to save us from our sins.”


    “And do you believe the angels are His right hand and His left hand upon this Earth, sent by Him to redeem His children from their own folly and heal the wounds they inflicted upon the Earth, God’s uncared-for gift to them?”


    Jaxon peered at the angel. The yes he gave was hesitant. The Oracle’s eyes glowed brighter at the lie.


    “You traveled with a knight. The Knight Quinn, of Atlantis,” it said.


    Jaxon nodded pathetically.


    “Then you will tell us of Quinn. Make record of this,” said the oracle to the sheriff, and some other things besides, but Jaxon did not hear them for the oracle did something to his mind, and the illusion of the present was replaced by the illusion of the past. Nothing was real, all moments were one.


    The oracle prodded something deep in his soul.


    “You will speak now of Quinn,” said the oracle, from far away and right by his ear. “You will tell us of your journey into Old Columbus, you will omit no detail.”


    Leadenly, Jaxon began to speak.

  


  
    The Pit


    THERE WAS FIGHTING THAT NIGHT in the Pit. Living men against the dead. Quinn had been in there a week. It had taken that long for Rachel to formulate her plan. The knight was the star attraction. We had avoided the place until then, but she wanted us all to get a good look at him before the rescue.


    I don’t like the smell in there. Old beer and sweat, and the rot-stink of the dead. As we pushed our way inside, a massive cheer swelled around the arena, a wave of bloodlust that made me sick.


    Rachel went in first with Fillip, leaving me to toss coins into the buckets of the doormen. They scared me, I thought, we are supposed to free a man from creatures like these. They were massive, they didn’t seem quite human. Bald and thick-skinned with the kind of neck that should wear a plow collar. They looked at me like they wanted to kill me.


    I joined up with Rachel and her Seekers to help people, to heal them, not for this. I don’t like violence. That was my first error. Only violence comes from ventures like Rachel’s.


    “That’s him. There.” Rachel inserted herself into a gap between two men and pointed down at the fighting floor. Rachel was good at getting into tight spots. It helped that she looked the way she did. Beautiful. A smile from her would open more doors than a sackful of coins. Fillip craned his neck over her shoulder. Robyn swapped places with Rachel. Bernadini was tall enough to see over the heads of everyone in the way. Thomas was hard looking, no one would mess with him, and he found his own spot. I am neither tough nor tall, and so I couldn’t see anything. I heard a grunting cry and smash of metal on metal. The crowd bayed for blood.


    I hurried on past the others, ducking down and up looking for any gap where I could look. I didn’t want to see, but I had to, Rachel said. Rachel said we all needed to know what Quinn looked like, to fix his face in our minds. A man turned from his spot to speak with someone, laughing and slapping at his comrade. I stole into his place. He scowled at me, but that was that. He was too drunk to care. I was lucky not to be knifed.


    Quinn. That was the first time I saw him, a knight of the angels, a relic of the war. How he came into that place was unknown to me. Rachel knew. She didn’t like to say more than she needed to. I was always in the dark. He wore iron manacles with the chains off, like these you put on me. He had a thick collar on, and that did have a long chain attached, running back to a hole in the wall that payed out when he came forward. None of that slowed him. He was fast. They had given him two short hacking blades, crude compared to his own weapons, as I’d see. Blunt too probably, but he made good use of them.


    There were five living dead in the Pit with him. Three others had already undergone the second death by his hand. Their corpses lay on the ground, their black blood soaking the arena sand. Grandiose term for that place. The arena has the look of a provincial theater, better suited to bad musical concerts and tawdry flesh shows. It is loathsome. The whole place swayed under the pounding and roaring of the crowd. Three tiers of balconies ranged up over the fighting floor. Until a few years ago they used to have the audience down there on the first floor too, before the dead broke through the wall that one time. Now it’s all boarded up, reinforced with iron, so those condemned to fight do so in a pit. That's why they call it the Pit. It’s small. Putting eight dead in with one man should have made for a short bout. Quinn was practically tripping over the ones he’d killed. But he was a knight, and he was winning.


    The dead had been starved. Some of them had their hands replaced by hooks and blades. Their stumps were infected, glistening with corruption. It doesn’t bother the dead. They shoved at each other to get at Quinn. He was a paleskin. I’ve been told back in the Gone Before there were many colors of men in the world, and they all fought and warred and ruined everything, so after God’s wrath cleansed the Earth he mixed up all those left so that there’s only a few shades of skin. I have never seen so pale a man, almost white as a fish’s belly. I didn’t know such men still existed. He was stripped to the waist, and covered in the filth of the dead. Still you could see his weird pallor through it. Some of the women in the crowd were excited by that. I thought he was a monster come out of the past come here to stain us all with his sins. I was only half wrong about that.


    Quinn elbowed one of the dead in the mouth, smashing its teeth down its throat with no care if it bit him. He punched another in the neck, cut a third down with his sword, opening it from neck to belly button. Damn thing stumbled in the mess of its own guts, ripping at its own viscera in its fury to get at him. Of course, it died quick because of that. There were four left. Quinn slashed back and forth with both his blades. I’ve never seen one of the dead take the blindest bit of notice of danger like that when fresh meat was in front of it. Sure enough, one of them lost its arm to Quinn’s sword. Blood pumped out of the stump like soda out of a bottle. Still it came on. The scene made me sick to the heart. These things were once people. It wasn’t their fault they were that way. Making them fight like this is disrespectful to the dead. If the Gone Before was even more sinful than now, like they say, no wonder God punished the world.


    The dead were in a bad way. One-armed collapsed and was still. Quinn opened the throat of the one whose teeth he’d smashed, buried his sword in the head of another. The blade stuck in the skull so when it fell back, it took the weapon with it. Quinn only needed one. The last dead went down to four sweeping blows that took off both its hands, then its head.


    Quinn looked up at me, I swear right at me. His eyes were the lightest blue I have ever seen, like chips of ice, and they stared right through me. His face was a mask of gore. There was nothing human in that man. Nothing at all.


    “Quinn! Quinn! Quinn!” thundered the crowded. The building creaked at the punishment of so many stamping feet.


    The door at the far end of the arena rattled open. Quinn’s head snapped down and he ran right at it. The chain rattled out behind him. A horn sounded, and the chain went taut, yanking the knight off his feet. Five living men came in, all armed with crossbows. They kept their distance, they weren’t stupid, weapons trained on the knight. Hollis Patterman came in and did what his name says, making all oily and smarmy at the crowd.


    “That’s how a knight of the angels fights, folks! That is poetry in combat!” he shouted. “You come back here. Tell your friends. No other fighting pit in any of the fringe kingdoms got anything like this!”


    “Quinn! Quinn! Quinn!” roared the crowd.


    A hand grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back. I expected the man whose spot I’d taken, but it was Fillip.


    “Where the hell have you been?”


    “Right here, watching like Rachel said,” I said. Fillip didn’t like me. He had something burning in his loins for Rachel, and that made him angry with me for some reason, even though I was the last one of all us she might consider sleeping with.


    “Well, Rachel’s ready to go.”


    I looked back into the pit. Quinn was being shepherded out by Patterman’s muscle. All of them kept well out of arm’s reach and their crossbows raised.


    I couldn’t believe we were going to bust that devil out of there.

  


  
    Breakout


    THE SUDDEN RELEASE OF energy in an enclosed space is the definition of an explosion. This is one of many things I have learned in my reading. We had two sticks of dynamite, homemade to forbidden recipes. Being in the tunnel with them and Fillip, our self-proclaimed explosives expert, made me nervous.


    “I don’t like this,” I said to him.


    “You’re a goddamned coward, is what you are,” said Fillip. “Hold that lantern steady, or by the angels I’ll split your lip.”


    “There’s no reason to be like that,” I said. “Why are you always getting on at me?”


    “There’s every reason. I get this wrong because I can’t goddamned see, and we both die. You drop that light on these sticks because of your shaking coward’s hands, and we both die. Either way it’ll be your fault.”


    “I didn’t sign up for your abuse. I’m a healer. I deserve respect.”


    “So you keep saying. If that’s the case, why don’t you go ask the angels to raise their ban and let you learn all the medicine you want?”


    He tied the sticks to the props on either side of our tunnel, then he fished about in his pocket, shoved a metal detonator cap into one stick of dynamite, then the other, running the wires coming off them through his hands till he found the ends and joined them together. Then he took a spool of bare copper wire, unwound a foot, and wrapped it around the join. Fillip grunted as he twisted the wire hard closed. He held up the fork he’d made and scrutinized it. “Should hold,” he said. He weighted the twist down with a rock and shooed me back.


    The tunnel dated from the Gone Before. Newtown had been built directly on top of it. I don’t think those above knew of its existence. It was lined with the old concrete. We’d had to smash our way into it through the top, and then dig it out. Rachel told us where it was. I suppose she had maps. She had access to a lot of things I never saw. She was good though, and we dropped right onto the top from the bottom of the house she’d rented. It was full of broken bricks, concrete, things made out of plastic saved from the sun by being buried, most of them I don’t even have names for. Rachel had me digging it out like a common laborer along with Fillip. Thomas was off digging the other tunnel. Bernadini and Robyn didn’t do any of that, of course; they were out all the time on Rachel’s mysterious errands. That night, Bernadini, Rachel, and Thomas were on the other side of the arena. They had the difficult role, I suppose, but it didn’t look that way to me while we were staring down at Fillip’s unstable sticks of explosive.


    Rachel left her precious box with us in the house when we were excavating the tunnel, said she couldn’t risk getting searched by the watch or the deputies, but though it was with us the whole time, I never got a look inside it.


    When we ripped up the floorboards I could only think of the poor bastard that rented us the place. I made Fillip stack them up; I figure why make life harder for people. He grumbled about that all the way to Old Columbus. Right until he died.


    I couldn’t get my mind off that box. The damn thing fascinated me. Rachel only left it behind when we were in the city. The rest of the time it went everywhere with her. She took it to bed with her. She spoke to it at night. Thing is, I could have sworn whatever was in there was answering back. I didn’t get a look at it for a long while. Every time I even so much as glanced in that direction, Fillip would shake his head in that way a man does before he cuts your throat.


    “Go go, get out of the tunnel, you bandy-legged leech!” Fillip said, slapping at my ass all the way. We’d dug down only as far as we needed to get out under the arena on the other side of the street, and that wasn’t as far down as the original floor of the tunnel, so the ground was uneven underfoot and the ceiling low. My knees popped at being hurried along at such an undignified rate, Fillip smacking at me like I was a donkey. His precious wire rolled out off a spool behind him as he ran. He’d drawn it all himself, he said. Waste of time. I asked him why he didn’t just use a trail of powder to set off the dynamite. He told me to fuck off.


    He shoved the roll at me. Rough cardboard made of badly pulped wood, and full of splinters. He probably made that himself too.


    “Hold that, you old fool,” he said. He often called me old. I’m twenty-nine, he can’t have been under twenty-five. I’ve aged badly because of the poisons from the war, and I look older. He took out a device from his pocket. A metal box, with an unshielded needle with no gauge and simple switch on the front. He toggled the switch on it to test it. The needle jerked. If it weren’t for that box on the table in the house, that one jolt of out-of-place electricity would have had the angels down on us like furies. He grinned like a devil at the thrill of using his illicit knowledge. For me, it was different. These hands were made to heal. I didn’t want any part of explosions and fighting and lawbreaking, other than the use of the old knowledge. Only for good. I did what I did for mercy’s sake. How can the angels disapprove of that if they truly do serve God?


    “Get up into the room, shitass!” snarled Fillip. “Or do you want to stay down here and get a throat full of rock shards?” Once again he laid his hands on my buttocks and pushed.


    “Stop that!”


    “Shut up, you old woman,” he said, shoving me into the room. He snatched the spool of wire from me, and critically peered down the length to see if there were any breaks, then tugged it gently. He grunted in satisfaction. He grunted a lot, pig of a man. “Right.” He pulled out his pliers from his belt, and set about wrapping the wire around a pair of contacts built into the back. Contacts. I learned a lot. I know I said that I was only interested in healing, but Rachel’s Seekers talked about all manner of forbidden knowledge freely with each other. I tried not to hear at first, but I couldn’t! I was with them too long.


    He made me check the time on my watch every thirty seconds, so it felt, waiting for the appointed time of half past three in the morning. When it finally came, he leapt up with glee. He flicked his switch. The needle did not move. He frowned and flicked it back and forth furiously. I tried not to look pleased to see him thwarted, although truly I was. Had it finished there and then, I would have taken my leave and gone on my way. I wish I had. I was about to stand and dust off my trousers, bid him good riddance and go, I swear to God.


    There came a cough from under the street. The ground shifted. The fittings of the house, such as we’d left in place, rattled. A blast of filth and dust bellied out of our tunnel, coating everything in grit.


    Fillip whooped.


    “It worked!” he said, clapping me on the arm in sudden and unlooked-for comradeship. “It worked! Hot damn!”


    I spluttered. It was like breathing razors in there.


    “Come on, come on, you old whiner, we have to get out of here!” He rushed about, full of nervous energy, snatching up such tools as he had not already put into his pack. All my gear was prepared. My pack, dreadfully heavy, leaned against the door. I went for it.


    There on the table before me was Rachel’s little box, the warm brown wood and brass fittings coated with dust.


    Something in there called to me. It . . . it got into my head. I forgot my pack and let it slip back to the floor. My hands reached for it not of their own volition. Something in there had a hold of my mind, I am sure, as you your holiness have a hold of it now. If I had known what it was right from the start, I would never have listened to Rachel’s offer.


    Fillip appeared between me and it, face hard. “You leave that be! Get your pack, old man!”


    Truth be told, for once I was glad of his rudeness. The spell was broken. I took up my pack, and we hurried out of the back door of the house.


    It was night, and cold. Looks cold out there now, in the street. Winter’s early this year. Frost crunched under my feet on what sparse grass found purchase around the houses and the air was sharp in my lungs. The combination of the dust and the cold had me hacking hard. Fillip had no care for my discomfort, and ran on ahead, assuming I would follow. Of course I did. To the north the sky was stained with fire that framed the houses, licking up the side of the Pit. A hue and cry went up from the streets. Towers of orange sparks whirled skyward, born on the steeds of their own heat, until they flickered and died and fell. A drift of ashes sifted from the sky. I stopped to watch. The clamor of bells and shouts became entrancing, music for the dancing motes.


    Fillip hurried back to me. “The fuck!” he hissed into my ear. “Get on with you!” he said, his fingers digging into my arm. He dragged me down the lane behind the houses. Behind us, the arena cracked and splintered.


    It was a tunnel under the east wall, in that spot where there’s a blind stretch between the Duball and Lockburn towers. That was how we got out. Thomas had dug it on his own inside a woodshed. We were to meet him, Bernadini, and Rachel there. Fillip knew exactly where it was while I had no clue. They didn’t trust me enough to tell. They were a tight crew, and I had been with them less time than the rest.


    “Where the hell are they?” I said as Fillip bundled me into the shed.


    “Quiet!” he hissed. “The Duball tower is thirty yards from us. Shut up!”


    We waited tensely in the dark. Twenty minutes after they were supposed to be there, Rachel, Bernadini, Thomas, and a fourth man came into the woodshed in a flurry of small noises, bringing in the smell of cold night air and fresh smoke.


    “You got him!” said Fillip.


    “Shhh!” warned Rachel. “Jaxon, Bernadini’s hurt. See to him.”


    There was precious little room in the shed. Thomas had disposed with the lumber, but he’d replaced it with a pile of unevenly heaped earth hidden under tent cloth. We were all banging into each other, noisy as drunks coming home and trying to be quiet. Bernadini was a big man, and he thrust his arm out at me. It hit me in the chest about as gently as a falling tree, pushing me back. His cheeks glistened with tears, his eyes sliding about in silent pain. He was swaying. Blood dripped on the floor. Outside, dogs bayed.


    “We need to get across the river,” said Rachel.


    “A minute, a minute!” I said. I had no time to clean Bernadini’s wound. I wrapped his arm as best I could with a bandage. Bernadini gasped and clicked his teeth with every wind of the cloth.


    Shouting followed the dogs.


    “The dogs have your scent,” said the knight calmly. “They’ll be here directly.” That was the first time I heard him speak. He had a quiet voice, unconcerned, like he was making an observation on the plot of a play, detached from what was going on around him.


    “Into the tunnel,” said Rachel.


    Fillip yanked back a tarpaulin on the floor, revealing the tunnel mouth covered over with loose planks. He and Thomas set about moving them, quietly as they could. The shouting was getting nearer. Fillip waved us down and through. When I looked back, he was pulling more dynamite from a belt under his shirt, lots of dynamite. The damn fool had it hidden under his shirt all the time. Bernadini staggered along next to me. I prayed he wasn’t going to want me to support him. He was twice my weight.


    I went into the tunnel. I found out what Thomas had done with the lumber. He’d used it all as props, very closely spaced. And they needed to be too. We were going right out under the wall and the tunnel was shallow. Rachel went first, then Thomas and the knight, still chained. Bernadini and me. I looked back. Fillip was still in the lumber shed. Bobbing lamplight lit up the pale wood of the lumber bracing. The charred tips of the palisade timbers driven into the ground poked through the roof of the tunnel, four of them, spaced a foot apart like giant, black teeth waiting to descend.


    We passed the wall and were technically out of the city, but we were still trapped. Rachel said something, and all the lamps were doused. We ran another ten yards into a square of indigo night, tumbling out of the tunnel, down the bank, toward the river. Robyn waited in a stand of trees, our sixth conspirator, seven horses picketed behind her. Rachel, Quinn, and Thomas ran toward her. It was very dark and quiet outside the walls; all the commotion was on the far side of the palisade. Things were going our way, until Fillip yelled “Clear!” Unnecessarily I thought; he was the last out of the tunnel. That was the last thing that went through my head before I was sent sailing through the air.


    A yellow cloud of fire and racing, red-hot splinters of wood roared out into the night. Fillip went head over heels. Bernadini landed on his wounded arm with a piteous cry. Clods of earth pattered down all around us, getting in our eyes and mouths. My ears rang. Quinn, Rachel, Thomas, and Robyn were struggling with the horses who were rearing like crazy at the noise, kicking at anyone who came near them.


    With a yawning screech, the timbers of the wall toppled outward, ringing off each other with musical, xylophone notes as they bounced on the ground, those that fell dragging on the ropes that bound them all together and pulling more down, opening up a breach six yards across and weakening the palisade for double that distance either side. Smoke hazed the gap. The shed we’d exited out of was burning madly, walling the gap with fire. On the far side someone was screaming without drawing breath, a man, but high-pitched, like a dying animal.


    “I never meant to . . .” said Fillip, openmouthed.


    Quinn and the others rode to our side. The horses were still tossing their heads and whinnying. Rachel slid off her horse and helped me boost Bernadini onto his.


    “That wasn’t very smart,” said Quinn. “You must have used four times too much explosive.”


    “Dynamite. It was dynamite,” said Fillip. “I’ve never used it before tonight. I’ll know better next time.”


    “Fine time to be experimenting,” said the knight. “You’ll be lucky to see a next time. Some rescue.”


    Lights were coming on along the wall. Voices. A musket cracked. The bullet sang through the air some ten yards away. It wasn’t done yet. Torches were gathering in the gap. We would soon be seen.


    “You can go back!” snapped Rachel. She calmed her mare and swung back up onto it. Fillip came to her and handed her the box. She glared at him. He backed off, apologizing.


    “I could have got out on my own,” said Quinn.


    “You’re out now.”


    “Now what?” said Quinn.


    “That way,” she said, pointing to the ferry station down on the Scioto River. “The ferryman’s a friend.”


    “You go round blowing holes in cities like that, you’re going to run out of friends real quick,” said Quinn, and spurred his horse on. What else could the rest of us do but follow?


    * * *


    This is how Rachel got to me. I was working as a cook’s assistant and plant-fetch for the apothecary at the Monastery of Sainted Electrics between Chillicothe and Portsmouth on the Virginia road. They’re sanctioned engineers, hiring themselves out for hundreds of miles around. Your town got a license, they’re the sort that will put in the power systems. I was there as a punishment, but it suited me. Healing is all I ever wanted to do. I’d been censured for chasing the Old Knowledge, and I think I’d been put there to test me; to see if I’d steal. But the knowledge the brothers had, all pistons, wires, and cogs never interested me. I had been in court, made my peace with God, and sworn never to dabble again. Never, I swear. God in his justice had decreed that I serve the holy brothers. I found them not so holy, and less than welcoming. In my humility and shame I took it upon myself to do the best I could. I could help those in need as the Lord decreed, and my heart urged me to comply.


    I met Rachel at the Chillicothe market, when I was picking over cabbages. I can’t remember why we needed cabbages. The brothers had their own land. They grew their own cabbages. But I had been sent out specifically for cabbages that time, there’s not a doubt of that, and that’s where she came and stood beside me.


    “The crop’s good this year,” she said. Her looks arrested me. I am not a lustful man, but our thoughts can betray us all, and Rachel was beautiful in her way. Outlandish dress, though, unwomanly. Always in trousers and leather work garments even when she was trying not to be noticed. I think she liked it. I think she wanted people to notice her and to wonder who she was, this woman. It is too much for the male mind to accommodate, such brazen display of the thighs and buttocks. She wore her jacket high cut, for ease of movement, she said. I never liked walking behind her, my eyes were pulled to her behind. It was sinful! She was a temptress in every way, and she dismayed me. It made me sad. I am aged before my time and the effects of the war have wrinkled me. She would never want one like me.


    “They are fair cabbages, yes,” I said. I wished she would leave me alone.


    “You are Jaxon, aren’t you?” she said, all conversational. “I have heard about you.”


    “People talk too much,” I said. I chose three cabbages at random. The brothers would scold me if they were not the very best, but I was alarmed. I wanted to get away from her.


    “I also heard that you are a talented healer.”


    I could have said right there, no ma’am, I am not Jaxon, I am not a healer. But I didn’t. I sealed my fate that moment when I decided to reply at all. I think about it a lot.


    “Yes, ma’am. Jaxon, the cook and doctor’s assistant at the monastery.”


    “You live at the monastery, but you are not a brother.”


    “No, ma’am.” I looked at my hands. They were stained with sin as much by dirt. “They wouldn’t let me take orders.”


    “Good,” she said, and patted my arm, and left. I didn’t find the document she’d slipped into my pocket until I was back at the monastery, chopping the cabbages for stew.


    She’d slipped it in without me so much as noticing. A treatise on the transmission of disease through dirty water. Very ancient, from the Gone Before. The pages were printed new, on poor paper, but the knowledge was old, very old. I know that. I know I shouldn’t but I do know it. I don’t have the paper anymore, before you ask. It’s gone with everything else I had. But that’s alright, because I read it, and it’s up here, see? In my mind. You can’t keep us from the knowledge forever. You can’t.


    On the back there was a note to me. A series of numbers. Map coordinates and a date, I figured out eventually. I wasn’t going to go just like I wasn’t going to agree that I was Jaxon the healer, but I did. I waited in the freezing dark terrified I’d die. She came, and Bernadini. Told me what she was about, then gave me a choice. Come with her, learn the things she knew I yearned to know. It wasn’t much choice, the other option was that she’d have to kill me.


    She was convincing, and I don’t mean just about the threat. She seemed to know a lot about me. She knew I still wanted to know how to help people, people who die from things our ancestors could heal with the click of their fingers. She knew what I’d written even, in my journal, the words that got me punished.


    “You wrote, ‘There is little in the world that is God’s will, but a lot that is the angels’.’” She smiled when she quoted it at me.


    She knew that I was a coward. She worked on that. She flattered and cajoled and Bernadini smiled at me while he held a massive knife upon his knees. Like I said, I didn’t have any choice, not really.


    This Quinn, he had even less of an opportunity to say no. We blew up his prison and dragged him out. What could he do? We crossed the river. For five dollars, the ferryman had made himself absent. When we were on the other side, we cut the rope and sent the ferry barge off downstream. Then we hightailed it to our stash, leaving the flames of the city and the shouts and the dogs far behind.


    Rachel had had our gear hidden in a broken-down barn right out on the edge of the zone, that decontaminated area around Newtown five miles across for crops, livestock, and settlement. You angels did it. Back then I thought you had our best interests at heart. Where it ended, the wild woods and scrub began. That’s the beginning of the frontier, so close to Newtown. Go out west that way and you’re into the haunted lands, past the ruins of Cincin and Indianapolis. Even before the Emperor’s War there was nothing but animals and red men out that way, past that are the Great Plains and the herds there. If it weren’t for this being the last place on earth where civilized men can live, then the angels would never have built Newtown. They’d have let the place stew in its own poisons as a warning. I don’t presume. Rachel said so, and I believed her. I gave up presuming a while ago.


    We went into the barn without dismounting. Rachel leapt off her horse and pushed the doors to. Robyn bounded up into the hayloft, dislodging showers of rat shit as she went, and took up position by the winch door in the gable.


    “Nobody’s coming!” she hissed. “Torches out by the city palisade, not coming out into the country.”


    “What makes you think they’d let you know they are coming?” said Quinn.


    “He’s right,” said Rachel. “Get the equipment. We have to keep moving.”


    “And what makes you think I’m going to come with you?” said Quinn. He stayed on his horse. The others were digging about under rotting hay, pulling out bundles wrapped in oilskin. The barn stank of spoiled rutabaga. Bernadini was lying against a pile of sacking, his face pale. Finally, I could get to his wound. He had a nasty cut running down his inner arm from his elbow to just above his wrist. I got out my instruments, trying to be quick without rushing. He hissed in through his teeth as I poured alcohol into the wound and scrubbed it out. The stuff’s toxic, too high a proof to drink, but my nerves were shot and I was tempted to as I splashed it on Bernadini.


    “I’m going into Old Columbus,” she said. “You are coming with me, as our guide and protector.”


    “Why?” said Quinn. His face betrayed nothing, he just crossed his manacled wrists on the back of his horse’s neck and stared down at her.


    “You’re a knight. That means you have been inside a Dreaming City. I can name no one else who has. And you are a killer.”


    “So?”


    Rachel did what she often did, she turned his question back on him. “Why are you here? There’s been no knight come through these parts since the end of the war. Pittsburgh doesn’t like your kind. You shouldn’t be surprised you ended up in the Pit. There are no angels here, nobody for you to serve. You are not welcome.”


    Quinn stared at her.


    “You know what I think?” she went on. “I think you’ve come here because you need something from the city yourself. There’s no other place like Columbus, no other Dreaming City has fallen in all the long centuries of the Angelic Hegemony.”


    Quinn sighed and looked away. “You’re going to get yourself killed. What are you, anyway? Technophiles?”


    “We call ourselves the Seekers.”


    Thomas was unwrapping the bundles, handing out forbidden rifles to all of us. I’d only ever seen the postmen’s shotguns and the muskets the army carry. These were real guns, made with the old knowledge, rifle-barreled with cased ammunition and lever-action repeating mechanisms. There were flashlights and rad-counters and other devices Rachel’s acolytes had made.


    “Technophiles,” stated Quinn, looking at their gear. “That’s a lot of sinful science you got there. How come you haven’t been scooped by the angels yet?”


    Rachel patted the box tied to her belt.


    “I have help.”


    Quinn glanced at the box. “I have no idea what you have locked up in there, lady, but I’ll bet the soles off my boots it is something you do not want to be messing with.”


    “It’s getting light,” Robyn called down from the loft. “Moon’s coming up.”


    “Then we need to move on. Last leg of the race,” she said. “Then we can rest. Knights and eyes and other things of the angels don’t come to Newtown Columbus without good reason,” she said to Quinn, “and that reason is usually the old city. You can pretend all you like, but I know you want to get there. Question is, are you coming with us?”


    Thomas and Fillip went to the barn doors. They looked back and waited until we’d extinguished all our lights before they opened them. The barn interior went from black to blue. The Moon spread its pallor over the sky, Quinn’s milky skin shone in the light like a ghost’s.


    “I need a better reason than you thinking you know what I think,” he said. He was looking at the box again.


    “I know where your gear is. I know where the men who have it are camped.”


    Quinn’s eyes narrowed. “If I go with you, we’re going to need it. But who’s to say I won’t just take it and dump you when I’ve got my things back?”


    “Because I also know where your horses are.”


    This shut him up. He stared at Rachel, waiting on more information.


    “And I won’t tell you until we’re done,” she added.


    “I could figure it out. Can’t be many places in these parts where a man could sell a knight’s mount,” said Quinn. But he was uncertain. Rachel was swaying him. She swayed everybody.


    “There’s not many, but there are a few. You check them all, you’ll be too late. You’ve been in the Pit a week, you haven’t got much time. You come with us, I can tell you exactly where your animals are. You light out on us or refuse to come straight up, then wherever you’re going, you’re going unarmed and you’re walking,” said Rachel. “I reckon you’ve another week before they’re gone forever. It’ll take two days to ride to Old Columbus, we’ll be a day there. Then I’ll tell you and you can do as you damn well please. Thomas!” she said. “Get these manacles and collar off our partner. That is, if he is our partner. If he isn’t, he can keep them.”


    The knight thinned his lips. “I guess I am.” He held out his wrists for Thomas’s tools.


    He wasn’t happy, but he was coming.

  


  
    Knight’s Vengeance


    BERNADINI AND THOMAS did the work breaking Quinn out of the Pit, them being the best fighters. Fillip and me had set the diversion. So Fillip overdid it there; part of the wall came down and the dead they had in the basement got out into the street and people got hurt. But it worked. It worked. We were on our way.


    I’m not sorry about the Pit. That place is unholy. I’m sorry about the deaths. The . . . the children. You can’t blame me for Fillip’s incompetence. Take it up with him. His bones are scattered about under Old Columbus. Interrogate those, if you can wrestle them off the ghouls.


    Bernadini had to go. His wound was too bad for him to be of any use, and he was a murderer, though those screams I heard tell me Fillip probably was too. Bernadini told me what had happened. After our explosion took out the corner of the Pit, he, Rachel, and Thomas stormed in. It was empty at that hour. The guards were in disarray, putting out the fire from the explosion and dealing with the dead escaping from the basement. Bernadini got sliced by a guard at the gates, and he’d killed him in return. Good luck catching Bernadini. He’ll be out in the Gulf Kingdoms now, maybe so far south as Mexico, for he went straight for Portsmouth and the boats there. “I knew the risks,” he said when he left. He was stoic like that. A shame he had to go because he was the most resourceful of the Seekers, not counting Rachel. If you’ve not got him already you never will. He’ll be long gone.


    Quinn’s assailants were out to the south of the city. They’d taken him in the east, so he said, though he was not forthcoming about how. I assumed he’d been bushwhacked. I assumed he was just a man. A knight looks like a man. They eat, sleep, shit, and fart like men. His skin was peculiar, but this is an age of wonders, and I have seen far stranger creatures wearing the shape of Adam. So I thought he was a man. And I thought he’d been overpowered like any man would be by a band of robbers. Turns out that was not the case. No bushwhackers could take on someone like him and win. I never found out how they got him.


    We rode out to where Rachel said they were, and left our horses a way back with Robyn and Fillip. Rachel ordered me to come with them now Bernadini was gone. For her usual, unsaid reasons she didn’t like to risk Robyn, and Fillip was a lousy shot. Thomas came because Thomas went wherever Rachel went. We approached the bandits’ camp without being seen, creeping through the grass and brush. They’d made no real attempt to hide themselves but loafed around their camp. The rifle was heavy in my hand. With it, I might soon kill a man and that I did not want. Transgression against that Commandment is the worst sin of all. I know you think I’m responsible for a lot of deaths, but they weren’t my fault.


    “They’re waiting,” said Quinn. He looked at Rachel. “They are waiting for a buyer. You’ve set them up.”


    She affected innocence. Quinn saw right through her with those little chips of ice he had for eyes and she gave in.


    “I told them we were interested in buying. I was vouched for. I am known for my interest in artifacts. I have a reputation for straight dealing, and I’m risking it here, for you. After this, no one will trust me again.”


    “Goddamn,” said Quinn. He looked away, temper flaring. “You sure they have my gear. My gun, swords, badge?”


    “They said they did. They made a big deal out of the badge. They know I like that kind of thing. Don’t you trust me?”


    “No. I don’t.”


    Quinn had one of our precious rifles. He checked it over and put the stock to his shoulder, marching forward at the camp without waiting for Rachel’s say-so. Rachel made a strange noise, her eyes bulging. It pleased me to see her wrong-footed. Petty, I know, but she was so high and mighty.


    “What are you doing?” she said.


    Quinn walked on. She jerked her chin to the left and right, sending me and Thomas out in a wide sweep to cover him.


    I got a better look. There were three of them. One guy drinking coffee warming himself by the fire. He had a large pistol at his hip, and that marked him for death first because that turned out to be Quinn’s. Another was asleep with his head rested on a saddle and his hat down over his eyes. The third was leaning on a tree and reading a book, a pistol crossbow strapped to his thigh.


    A shot cracked out. I instinctively ducked, thinking we’d been spotted. I don’t like fighting. But it was Quinn who fired, not the gang. The coffee drinker fell dead across the fire, spilling his coffee. Quinn flipped the lever forward and chambered another round. The sleeping man jumped up like he’d got a hot coal in his pants and ran off the moment he clocked Quinn. The second dropped his book, drew his pistol crossbow from his leg mighty quick, and sent a bolt hissing at Quinn’s head. It was a good shot but Quinn moved his head aside and it hissed past his ear. Quinn aimed and pulled the trigger. The bullet flared in the chamber, shooting out firework flames from the ejection port without going off properly. The man was surprised to still be alive and grinned evilly. Quinn worked the lever. The gun had jammed; not everything we make works. Maybe we should have told him that before we attacked. He threw the useless gun down and ran at the bandit.


    The man was fumbling another bolt into the groove on his crossbow. Bad idea. Quinn tackled him in the middle, and bore him down to the ground. I expected him to punch or throttle him into submission, but he plucked a rock from the ground and smashed that man’s face right in with three wet blows. Caved it in all the way. Blood splashed over the knight.


    The other man was running for the bush. Even though he had a fifty-yard head start Quinn caught him like a lion bringing down a sick bison calf. There was a brief, one-sided tussle. Quinn threw him to the floor, got on the man’s chest, and pinned him down. I ran to catch up. I had to pass the man the knight had killed with a rock. His face was a red pulp, and my gorge rose.


    “Where are my horses?” Quinn said.


    “We got your gear, mister, you can have it all back! It’s all there in the camp! All of it!” said the man. He was as mean and dirty as you’d expect a bushwhacker to be.


    “Horses!” he said. He slapped the man hard across his face, so hard it dazed him. The man began to cry.


    “Molo took ’em, said he’d sell ’em far away out on the prairie edge, out past the reach of the angels. That he’d get a good price for the white from the plains dwellers. That white’s a chief’s horse, that’s what he kept saying.”


    “He’s my horse,” said Quinn, grabbing the man’s shirt in his hands and slamming him into the ground three times. “Where did Molo go?”


    It’s a weakness, affection for animals. I warmed to Quinn a bit. He was in anguish, I could tell.


    “I dunno!”


    “Think! Think. Tell me, and I’ll let you go.”


    Quinn relaxed his grip. The man went slack, all fight gone. He swallowed hard and nodded, the whites showing all the way round his eyes.


    “He’s got a couple of places. We sell to the Shawnee mostly, they got their villages closest. Most times if he’s dealing with them he goes out to—”


    Another shot rang, punching a neat hole in the man’s temple. Quinn turned to look at me, wild-eyed, his face dripping with blood. The man’s hands twitched. Rachel advanced, gun up, the barrel smoking.


    Quinn got off the dead man and walked at her until her gun pressed into his chest.


    “You killed him because he was going to tell me where my horses are.”


    “He was,” said Rachel evenly. “And that would have made my information worthless.”


    The knight took another step forward.


    “Ah ah!” she said, pushing back with her rifle. “Quinn. Quinn! Think. I know exactly where they will be. Exactly.”


    “We have to go now. Get them back. If anything happens to my animals . . .”


    “The city first, then we go, that’s the deal.”


    They stared at each other over the gun. Rachel didn’t give, neither did Quinn.


    Thomas approached, hands out like he was calming a roped mustang, belts and weapons dangling from them both. “I got your gun, got your swords. The rest of your gear is over there.” With one hand he held out the knight’s weapon swords, wrapped up in a battered-looking belt that must have been very fine once; in the other he had the gun belt and its holstered weapon. He pointed at the bandits’ camp. The corpse of the man Quinn had shot was beginning to smoke. “If I’d not pulled this cannon out of the fire, you’d have nothing. I did it because we got a deal.”


    “Once you’ve got your gear, we can get into Old Columbus,” said Rachel. “I can get what I need, you can get what you need. Then I’ll tell you where your horses will be.”


    If looks could kill, Rachel would have been a smoking crater.


    “Fine,” said Quinn. “But you will tell me before you die. God and all his angels won’t help you if anything has happened to my horses.”


    Quinn had quite a lot of gear. He spent time changing into his own clothes, pulling faces at what the bandits had done to his stuff. Some of it he threw away there and then. Soon enough he was dressed in mail with metal-chased leather shoulder guards. Around his neck he hung a pair of goggles of unscratchable glass that might have been a thousand years old, fastened on his pouches and belts with clips the like I’ve never seen. When he was done, he looked like a knight. Two swords on his left hip, one set over the other, a longsword and a falchion. One for the living, one for the dead.


    A knight’s other weapon is his pistol. Quinn’s was a huge, brutal-looking thing far better engineered than our rifles from finely tooled blue steel. He checked it, reloaded it, oiled it, all while Rachel made impatient faces.


    “You want to get on, or do you want to get dead?” said Quinn, spinning the cylinder of the revolver. Finally, when he was satisfied, he reholstered it on his right hip, frowning at the stiffness of the leather. Then went through the remainder of his bags. He shook his head when he counted his bullets. So far as I could tell, he didn’t have that many rounds left. Forty, maybe. Then he took up his fancy saddle the second man had been using as a pillow, chose one of the bandits’ horses that were hobbled and grazing nearby, a rangy skewbald, and saddled it up. The one he’d ridden in from Newtown he put to work bearing his packs.


    Twenty minutes later, he was ready. By the mercy of the sweet lord Jesus, I was frightened of him before, but in all his knight’s gear, battered and soiled as he was, he was terrifying. Maybe if his mail had gleamed and his leather shone, he’d have been a sight less intimidating. But I’d seen him kill two men without pausing for breath. In his dirty armor, atop that mongrel horse, he looked like he could slaughter a hundred.


    “I’m ready,” said Quinn. “I hope to God you are.”

  


  
    Plains of Glass


    TO GET TO THE NORTH and the old city there, we were forced to make a wide detour around Newtown’s farms, following a path that curved round the new city hinterland a half mile within the poisoned grounds of the fallout zone. Our radiation counters ticked and buzzed like a field full of crickets. The noise they’d make would swell and swell until we were checking the dial every ten seconds, before suddenly falling off. For all our jumpiness there they never registered anything high enough to do permanent damage, leastaways, not if we weren’t going to grow food there and eat it. The few times we had to pass from the poisoned lands to those cleansed by the angels the tickers dropped to silence, just like that, like we passed over an invisible wall. On one side, corn and wheat and potatoes grew in healthy soil, on the other, scrubby, sickly woodlands. The angels had come down and decreed this side shall be healthy, this side poison. You could draw the division onto the world with a pencil. But you know what? There are a lot of plants and trees that grow there. The church says they should be warped by the devil’s wickedness, but the place is full of life. It’s only when you pass someplace where your counter clicks fit to burst that you might notice a pine with a corkscrewing branch, or a stunted oak with leaves that are the wrong shape. Otherwise it’s healthy, verdant. Deceptively so. Living there would shorten a man’s allotted years. There was cancer in that soil.


    We were well past Newtown. The broken towers of Old Columbus grew on the horizon. The radiation hit its highest point yet. That was the way the plume had gone when the Pittsburgh angels had dropped their bombs upon the city. I remember, because I was there. I saw it. I watched it from my parents' place. We must’ve rode within spitting distance of the old place, now I think on it, but the farmsteads and hamlets that once were there had been razed and the wild had swallowed them up. Back then I saw the angels fighting in the sky. I saw the columns of men going to the battlefield. From our home you could hear the boom of the cannons and the distant shouts of soldiers, going on throughout the day and night. And I remember the bombs.


    I was playing outside when the bombs fell. My mother was two feet away from me, or I would be blind. She knew what was coming. The spectacle of the lights in the sky had bored me, but she saw something up there, where beings of light dueled in the sun. I heard her breath draw in, and she grabbed me and pressed me into her dress. She bent over me. “Don’t look, don’t look, sweetie. Keep your eyes closed.”


    I screwed them up so tight, I heard the fear in her voice. I was enclosed by her enfolding arms, her smell, but a mother’s embrace can’t keep you safe from the wars of angels. Behind me the world was being torn apart.


    I saw the light even through my eyelids, through my mother’s body. A glaring light, brighter than the sun come down to earth.


    There was this sound in the earth, like snow sliding off a roof in winter all at once. Soft almost. Then a terrible shaking, and a howling roar. Moments later a blast of hot air ripped at our clothes, sending the windchimes in the trees into a frenzy of ringing. There was this rushing, breathless rushing, and a rumbling that went on and on. My mother let go then. And I saw. The spires were gone. Over Old Columbus towered a cloud in the shape of a mushroom, taller than the sky and unfolding so that it seemed it would not stop until its cap had covered the world.


    Bright streaks burned through air, heading toward the city, glittering like the fiery swords. Divine vengeance. The wrath of the angels.


    “Oh my God,” said my mother.


    She picked me up and ran, threw me into the house. By that point I was crying. All the animals were lowing and neighing and clucking.


    “Keep your eyes closed!” commanded my mother. She scrambled in after me, slamming the door, pushing me toward the cellar.


    “Where is Daddy?” I said.


    My mother was crying. My brothers, sister, and my father were out working the fields. It was fall, and they were plowing for the winter wheat. She half threw me down into our cellar, a nice place, not damp but dry and earthy with the smell of potatoes sacked up for the winter. I liked it in there. It felt safe. We hid there two or three times before, sheltering from rare Ohio tornadoes.


    A cellar ain’t gonna stop the fury of God.


    Another explosion, louder than the first. The house shook. The wind picked up, rattling the windows and the shingles, hooting like a phantom as it rushed past. A door banged. Glass broke. Then another explosion, and another and the earth shook like it was going to break apart.


    The angels of Pittsburgh were wiping the Dreaming City of Columbus off the Earth. They told us that the angels there had fallen, that they had become corrupted by the sinfulness of the Earth and the people that dwelled upon it. They said the angels of Columbus had abandoned God. But they helped us. They saved us. They taught us things that made life better. The angels of Pittsburgh have done none of that. You’ve brought nothing but suffering.


    You might think I’m a fool to say that, here in front of an angel’s oracle, speaking right to the ears of the angels themselves. Does it matter? It’s too late for anything but the truth. I saw what happened to the people who got caught in the fallout plume from the bombs. Rotted from the inside out, their lands sterilized. Black rains fell for three days after the bombs. When me and my mother went outside, all our animals were dead, and the plants were dying. Two of my brothers went blind. My father died three years later. My sister survived fifteen years, but when she married she produced only monstrous offspring. And why? Because one city of angels disagreed with another city of angels on the appropriate level of suffering on the Earth.


    After what I saw in the wake of the bombs, I decided then, when I was so young, that I would be a healer.


    This is why when Rachel came to me I did not turn away. I do not like to see suffering. I may be a fearful man, and my actions have led to the suffering I wanted to avert. But I am not a monster. If the knowledge is there to save people, and it is denied us, then that is wrong. It is my duty to help the sick as best I can, to the best of my ability. That is an oath I took before God himself when I trained to be a healer, but an oath to God never was going to be good enough for the angels of Pittsburgh.


    * * *


    It took a day to cross the fallout zone. When Columbus fell the plume had coursed out southwest and was narrow close to the city. Either side of it, the land was cleaner. Even so, where it’s not been decontaminated it is still dangerous. It was a brief respite. We came to the plains of glass, near to the center of the explosions and then our counters went crazy. Rachel handed out pills to us. They probably wouldn’t do anything. Quinn declined them. He’d been looking pretty poorly handled before, but already his wounds from the arena were fading. None were severe, just scratches, but even scratches don’t fade away in a day or so. If he hadn’t have been so damn dirty, it’d have been really obvious that he was healing far quicker than any man has a right to. I got the feeling he didn’t need those pills.


    The broken spires of Columbus look impressive far out. Compared to what we can build in this sorry era they’re titans. Close up they were sorry stumps, skeletal frames flayed of their glass skin and shaggy with vegetation. I remember there being scores of them before the bombs. There are seven left, none of them taller than three hundred feet anymore, where once they scraped the sky.


    When folks talk about the plains of glass I’m sure they see a gleaming field flat as a tray. Truth is a lot less poetic. The glass plain is a cracked, convoluted mess, wrinkled and buckled as diseased mammoth skin. Plates of vitrified soil crunch underfoot. It’s delicate, the atomic glass, varied in thickness, and ugly as sin. Radiation readings there, so close to the epicenter of the explosions, are twice that in the fallout zone. Stay there too long, watch your genes get tied in knots. But it’s still full of plants. Less so than the fallout zone, and there are many dead trees, but life survives.


    Green mounds and broken sections of wall that somehow survived the attack slice up through the earth. The destruction wasn’t uniform. I watched the explosions, those sunbursts popping. You’d think everything caught in that would be gone, but it ain’t so. Bits and pieces of the city emerged from clumps of thorn. Where walls had been vaporized, the ground might still preserve a covering of concrete. Some buildings stood, roofless, windowless, but whole. There ain’t no accounting for how.


    I suppose that’s how the armor survived. There’s bits of machines, the skeletons of the angels’ servants, if you know where to look. Most of it’s in fragments. But there is one place we went that is a field of wonders. That came later.


    Quinn had us all stop three miles out from the spires. “Someone’s going to have to take the horses back,” he said. “Make camp and wait for us.”


    “I don’t agree,” said Rachel.


    “Don’t then. You’re wrong,” said Quinn. He got down off his mount and started to drag things out from the bundles on his packhorse.


    “What are you doing?” said Rachel. “We can tether the horses outside the town. We’ll only be gone a few hours.”


    “And if we’re not?” said Quinn. He set a full canteen at his hip, unhitched his blade hilts from one another—something I saw him do a lot—and took a knapsack from the horse. “You not noticed it?”


    We looked at each other.


    “Quiet, isn’t it?” said Quinn. He was right. There was the persistent grumble of the city falls in the distance, the sound of the wind hissing through dead grass, but nothing else. “No birds. No game. That’s not because of the radiation. Animals don’t care to avoid such places. People are more of a threat to them than the devil’s poison. It’s the ghouls. They see to anything with a pulse and warm blood, tear it up and eat it. The lands and skies around this city are silent because those monsters devour everything. Now, what do you suppose will happen if we leave half a dozen horses tethered outside a city full of ghouls while we go inside? That’ll be enough to draw them out, full light of day or not.” He pointed back the way we’d come. There one of the rare buildings stood sentinel over the remains of its brothers and sisters. Four walls made a sort of open stockade. “Put them in there, leave someone to watch over them.” He looked about the ground, then walked in a wide circle, scuffing the grass with his boot. “I don’t see scat out here. They don’t come this way often.”


    Rachel looked at Fillip for his opinion. He shrugged. “You wanted him as a guide,” said Fillip. “What the hell do I know about ghouls?”


    “Very well. Robyn.”


    Robyn’s face wrinkled in annoyance. “Don’t tell me I’m going to have to stay behind, what about Thom—”


    Rachel silenced her with an upraised hand. “You’re staying. Thomas is our best fighter.”


    Quinn gave her an unimpressed look.


    “I need Fillip, we’ll need his expertise,” Rachel went on.


    Quinn snorted at that and kicked a sod of yellow grass. He knelt by it and drew out a long rib bone. He showed it to us, as if we needed any more convincing. “Nope, I was wrong. They do come out this way.”


    “What about Jaxon?” said Robyn. She was young, and inclined to be whiny when she didn’t get her way.


    “He’s a healer. We’ll need him if anyone gets hurt, and I may need him to help me retrieve the correct information.”


    That took me by surprise. What information? I couldn’t credit that she’d prioritize my desire to get as much healing knowledge out of the place as I could.


    Quinn waved the bone at the sky. It was human. “It’ll be dark in four hours or so. We’re going to have to go in tomorrow. You got any ideas where you’d like to get in?”


    “Leave that to me,” said Rachel. She got off her horse and led it back toward the ruin. Robyn rode along behind her, fuming.


    I think there was some blood relationship between those two. Not mother and daughter or sisters, not that close. Cousins maybe. Rachel was protective toward Robyn, Robyn resented it. But when we got back in the state we were in, I could tell she was glad she had stayed behind.


    * * *


    We set up camp in the building under Quinn’s direction. The walls were high and sturdy, and there were only two ways in, a door, and a crack where one wall had broken and sagged out. Quinn had us barricade the crack best we could with beams of concrete we scavenged. Every lump in that land covers the wreck of a building, and we didn’t have to dig far to find what we needed, but each time my hand dipped into that ground I wondered on the invisible poison tainting me. Thomas and me stopped up the hole, then braced our repair with more lengths of concrete. Fear of the ghouls had us stamp those beams so far into the ground nothing was going to shift it.


    “The walls are good,” said Quinn from above. He was pacing their uneven length and looking out at the plain of glass and the city ruins. “We’ll take it in turns to act sentry. Get wood, grass, anything that’ll burn. We should light a fire in the door. Ghouls aren’t fond of it.”


    Thomas, who’d started jumping up and rushing to obey everything Quinn said, jumped up and rushed off, giving the knight the sort of nod a subordinate desperate to be trusted gives to his boss. Decisive, but needy looking. Neither me nor Fillip thought much of him for that, and we raised our eyebrows at each other.


    Evening came in quick as it does this time of year. Dark at four. Fillip went to help Thomas. Robyn took up position on a corner of the wall, rifle on her knees, back to the rest of us. She looked sort of beautiful up there, with the orange sun on her face. Quinn had gone for a while, scouting out a route into town despite what Rachel had said. She’d tried to tell him not to go alone. He’d just smiled at her.


    So there was only me and Rachel in the corral. That was when I finally got to see what was inside the box.


    I saw her fussing over something in the corner. I put the last nose bag on the horses and went over to her. She had her box out on a worn cloth. I expected her to send me away, but she looked up at me and went on with what she was doing. Though the box was scratched and its polish scuffed, Rachel had spent money on it. That was some fine craftsmanship there. She ran her fingers along the edge, pressed something—I didn’t see what, only heard it click—and she opened it.


    “It’s about time you saw,” she said. She looked up at me and nodded me closer. I crouched down next to her.


    The artifact was nestled inside a precise cutout lined with dark red velvet. What I saw was like a section of spine, made of chromium, three vertebrae shaped like a person’s but larger, each one the size of a woman’s fist, and with spreading processes much wider than a human’s, more like a deer’s. The metal gleamed entirely unsullied, not a fingerprint nor mark of corrosion anywhere upon it. It looked like a sculpture and not a machine, but it was a machine, and a terrible one.


    “What is that?” I said.


    “My guardian angel,” said Rachel.


    The rushing rumble of the falls rose and fell due to some trick of the air. There were a bunch of rivers used to flow from the northeast through Columbus to join the Scioto. A lot of them disappeared in the ruins.


    “What is it?” I said again, unconvinced by her explanation.


    “I told you,” she said warningly, but she still did not send me away. She opened up a leather tool roll and took out a carefully wound wire. There was a small clip on one end that she attached to the artifact. The other had something I had come to know as a jack, from what the Seekers said. She took up another box wrapped in a cloth, and unwrapped that very carefully. From inside, she took a square black device of glass. Into this she inserted the jack, and it instantly came alive. It was a . . . an imaging device of some kind. The glass came alight and glowed with words and numbers. The light of it bathed her face. I must have moved back because she smiled at me.


    “Don’t be afraid. It’s a device of the Gone Before. Nothing that can harm you.”


    She attached a few other wires to various points on the vertebrae.


    When the angelic device was nestled in a mess of wire, she spoke to it worshipfully.


    “My helper, we approach the city. Which is the safest way within?”


    A spark cracked between the device and the wire, and I further drew back in fear. A weak voice sounded from the black glass, though I knew it originated in the chromium spine.


    “A map, my child. A map in.”


    A schematic replaced the images on the screen, green light on blackness. The way it scrolled around made me queasy and I had to look away.


    “The facility I require is deep underground. The medical area of the city,” said the voice. “This was a critical facility, was deeply buried, and will not have been damaged by the attack. Take me there, and all you wish to know shall be yours for the taking.”


    “What about the datacore?” said Rachel, frowning.


    “Gone. Taken by the angels of Pittsburgh. But do not fear. Repair me. Return me to functionality, and I shall be able to retrieve much of use.”


    Noise approached, voices. Quinn, Fillip, and Thomas speaking quietly. Robyn stood on the wall and waved. Rachel looked up sharply, hurriedly unplugged the device, and clicked the box closed. Rachel gave a questioning look to Thomas and Fillip, but they both looked to the knight, and it was him that spoke.


    “We’ve scouted all down the east bank. The terrain is hard, right the way around,” Quinn said. “The Scioto breaks into a broad marsh across the valley bottom. I can’t see a way in that won’t leave us open to ambush. The whole of the surface has been leveled, the spires aside. Underground, it will be a maze.”


    “Then lead us through!” said Rachel sharply. “You have the knowledge. You have been inside a Dreaming City.”


    “I have,” admitted. Quinn. “But a different city, one that hadn’t been comprehensively nuked.” He paused, not sure if they knew the term. They were technophiles. They knew the term. “I’m not saying I’m not going to do it, I’m saying it’s not going to be easy.”


    “I said I’d handle it.”


    “How?” said Quinn.


    Rachel hesitated. “I have a map.”


    She held up her device and tried to hide the box behind her. Quinn squinted.


    “Where’d you get that from?” He gave the device only a cursory glance, but looked at the box a long time.


    “You don’t need to know. It’s good.”


    “The map is out of date,” said Thomas. He was getting nervy. So much for his tough-guy reputation. “Pre-atomic bomb out of date. And there’s worse. Quinn found ghoul scat. Everywhere. This place will be crawling with them come nightfall.”


    “Columbus is known for its ghouls. We have protection,” said Rachel.


    “Against teeth, against claws?” Quinn hunkered down. “Have you ever fought ghouls?” He looked at us all in turn. None of us had. All but Thomas and Rachel looked away from his piercing stare. “They do not stumble around looking for an easy meal like the dead. And there are a lot of them here. You might want to think about turning back.”


    “We’ve all heard the stories, mister,” said Thomas, managing a touch of defiance, but he was scared. “They’re animals, that’s all.”


    Quinn stared hard at Thomas. “The stories mean shit. This is real. This isn’t a fireside entertainment. You go in there, and they will rip you apart and eat your liver while you watch, and they’ll know how to trick you to do it. They are not dumb.”


    “We’re going in. In daylight. This way.” Rachel pinched at the glass. A section of the map expanded. Such things the angels deny us, and you wonder why we are discontent. “There is a lake here, where the plaza once was. We can get in that way. We go in from above. We have ropes.”


    Quinn huffed out and dropped his head.


    “You don’t have a chance of getting in there. Not like this.”


    “How then? You’re going in, aren’t you?”


    “I have to.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I have to. You don’t.”


    “I do,” said Rachel. Her hand went unconsciously to the box.


    “What are you after, exactly?”


    “Medical. That part they always kept the safest.”


    “Why not the datacore? There’ll be more than you can possibly use in there.”


    “Because it’s gone. Cored out and dragged off to Pittsburgh.”


    “You shouldn’t know any of this,” said Quinn. “You know far too much of things that are not safe to know. The angels will get you for that, sooner or later.”


    “What? You think we should do nothing, be like the rest of the cattle?” said Rachel. “Thomas here watched his entire family die of the sickness. He had to put them all down, wife, son, and four daughters as they turned. Robyn’s family got the cholera. Sure, Fillip there is in it for whatever he can find, Bernadini was too. But Jaxon, he lived through the fallout years after the war between Pittsburgh and Columbus and the Emperor of Virginia. Ohio was a savage place then.”


    I nodded gravely. Quinn looked at me. I turned quickly away. I still could not stand those blue eyes. “I saw it all,” I mumbled. “As a boy. I wanted to help, got wind that there was more to healing than they taught in the medical school, and I got censured for asking too many questions.”


    “You’re lucky they didn’t kill you,” said Quinn.


    “And yet here I am. Why should we suffer and die when the knowledge to preserve life is here, under our feet?”


    “Church says so,” said Quinn. “Angels say so.”


    “The church lies!” I said, surprising myself. I became suddenly still, forgetting for a second that I spoke to a creature of the angels.


    Quinn sucked his bottom lip and stared at the ground. “Alright, alright. We’ll do it. We’ll strike out at first light. We need to be entering the city right after the sun comes up. The ghouls’ll retreat back underground as soon as predawn comes, but the dark belongs to them. It’ll be suicide to go in there while they’re awake.”


    Quinn stood and looked out the door across the cracked plain of glass. “It’s going to be a long night.”


    * * *


    It took me an age to fall asleep. The ruin was steeped in the memory of blood and anger, and it pressed in on me. When I managed to shake that feeling, the thought of the poison in the ground seeping through my pores and defacing my book of life with merry instructions for tumors kept me awake. Finally, exhaustion got the better of me. It felt like five minutes later Thomas was shaking me awake.


    “Hey, hey! Jaxon, get up!”


    “Whu?” I managed. He yanked back my blanket. Freezing air assaulted me. I stood shakily and he shoved a rifle at me. The fire was a low heap of embers at the doorway. Rachel was on duty there, staring out into the dark.


    “Cold as hell up on the wall,” said Thomas softly, draping my blanket around my shoulders.


    I thanked him, and picked my way through the camp. The horses blew and snorted in their corner. Robyn and Fillip were asleep close by.


    The sky had covered itself over with clouds that glowed with dim moonlight. Quinn was silhouetted against them, looking out toward the fallen city of Columbus.


    I clambered up the cracked wall to join him. I wished then I’d come up in the day so I’d have known where to step. The wall was three feet wide, but uneven, the concrete crumbling. Broken rebar poked out. I’ve seen concrete reinforced with iron over in Virginia, knowledge the Emperor took back before he lost the favor of Pittsburgh and was cast down. This wasn’t iron, but a dull, rustless metal. It was sharp where it had been wrenched apart. I was walking along a trap of razors. Quinn glanced at me.


    “Shhh,” he said. I hadn’t realized I was making any noise.


    He beckoned to me, and set off along the wall toward the eastern corner closest to the city. I followed warily, rifle cradled under one arm, the other flapping to stop my blanket snagging on the spikes. He crouched and motioned for me to do the same. I was so close to him I felt his heat, smelled the leather and sweat of him.


    “Movement,” he breathed into my ear. He pointed. I could see nothing at all. The land dipped toward the Scioto between us and the ruins of the Dreaming City, and became a pit of shadow. Soundless lightning flickered around the pinnacles of the broken towers, but it did nothing to illuminate that stretch of dark, and the Moon was masked by the clouds.


    “I can’t see anything,” I said.


    “Shhh!” warned Quinn. He pointed up. A break was coming in the cloud. Enough moonlight spilled from the sky to reveal what he’d been trying to show me. Pools of water in the marsh lit up. Between them, things were running.


    Quinn patted my arm and handed me a pair of binoculars. I trained them on the movement. Out there, less than a mile from our position, were a pack of twenty or more ghouls.


    The ghouls were naked, streaked in filth and blood. They ran, heading north, stooped, hands close to the ground like they would be happier galloping on all fours, their broad feet splashing in the marsh. All was soundless that far away, lending the scene a spectral feeling that chilled me. Their bodies were altered from man’s basic pattern, the bones in their legs lengthened, the pattern of their muscles rewritten. One sprang lightly up onto a boulder of concrete, and crouched there, watching its fellows pass. This one I focused Quinn’s binoculars on. I thought it a male at first, but then I saw the flat dugs on its chest. There was no hint of femininity to it other than those flaccid breasts. The neck was very long, the spine knobbed. Its jaw was pronounced, with fangs jutting upward over the upper lip when the mouth was closed. The hands were heavy, spade-like, with curved talons in place of nails. The feet were flexible, somewhat like a bird’s, and they gripped the rock. All the while I watched it was in motion, swaying sinuously, as if keeping still pained it. The eyes swept over its galloping tribe, and up to the moon. When they caught its light, they glowed yellow like a wolf’s. The last of them ran by, and it jumped down, gave voice to a cry that reached me up on that wall, a woeful shriek as much sorrowful as it was fearsome. They vanished into the willow scrub of the swamp. I lowered the binoculars. Quinn took them back.


    “Will they attack?” I asked.


    “No, though they know we are here. They will avoid the fire. They can smell how many we are. They know we are watching. If we were less vigilant, it’d be another story.”


    “Why would anyone make such things?” I said with a shudder.


    “You don’t believe God did?” stated Quinn. “I’ve heard the way you talk about the angels. You an atheist?” A question more commonly posed as an accusation leading to church court and a fiery death.


    I shook my head. “I believe. I have read the Bible, I trust in the words of Jesus. The God I believe in is merciful. All the evil I have seen in my life has been perpetrated by those acting in God’s name, not by God.”


    “The disease that makes the dead made the ghouls too, do you understand?”


    “Yes,” I said. “I have a broad grasp of the old sciences. Genetics and such.”


    Quinn’s teeth flashed in the dark.


    “Jenetics, the G is soft.”


    Of course he knew that. My lack of knowledge shamed me. “The techniques are beyond me, but the principles I am familiar with. Rachel has a large amount of forbidden literature.”


    “So then.” Quinn came closer. “The disease that makes the dead changes the ghouls differently. Ghouls are alive, properly alive, they’re not like the dead.”


    “The dead are not dead either, it is a misconception, promoted by the church,” I said, hoping to reclaim some credibility.


    Quinn shrugged. “They may as well be. When the mind dies the man dies. The ghouls preserve some of their intellect after their change. That is where they truly differ. They think, they communicate, they hunt in packs, and they breed. When one is made, they are compelled to seek out others of their kind. It’s a terrible fate, a half-life. Sometimes, when you look into their eyes, you can see the person they once were, trapped in a monster’s body. Be careful in the city, Jaxon. I do not trust that device of your leader, Rachel.”


    “You are trying to turn us against each other!” I said.


    “Keep your voice down! No, I’m not. I’m naturally cautious is all. I’ve had a lot of dealings with the angels. What’s in the box, Jaxon? That device she had with the map, that sort of thing doesn’t work without a network or input from another machine.”


    “Ask her yourself,” I said. In truth, I barely understood what he was saying. I did not know what it was Rachel had then. If I had, I would have told him. It might have saved us all, even Rachel.


    Quinn shrugged and wrapped his arms about his knees against the cold. “Maybe I will. You might succeed. The medical core of the city may still be intact, and Rachel may have the means to read it, record its information, and understand it. You may even avoid the angels for a while once she has. Ultimately it’s a mighty big risk for not much gain, because you will only be free for a few weeks, a month at best.”


    “The more people know, the harder it is for them to suppress the old knowledge,” I said.


    “Now you sound like a fanatic. You’re playing with fire. You share what you learn and the angels will bring a visitation of the dead down on your newly enlightened folk, and the knowledge will die again. That’s how they stop it from spreading. That’s how they make people fear.”


    “Then someone else will do the same,” I said, with hollow courage, “and again, until the tyranny of the angels is overthrown. Or we might come to a compromise. The angels of Columbus were kinder than our new masters. They let us use more of the knowledge from the Gone Before.”


    “Yeah,” said Quinn. “And the other angels declared them fallen. Even the Emperor of Virginia, who was so intent on resurrecting the old sciences that the angels tore him limb from limb, he fought against Columbus. This world is cruel, Jaxon. Every man and Dreaming City out for itself. There isn’t no one so small as you going to change it. Live well, love well, raise a family. That’s a better use of your life than this.”


    “You don’t do those things. Do you think you can change the world? Am I not gifted enough?” I said bitterly.


    “I’ve a lot of gifts I didn’t ask for,” he said. “But I can’t change anything either. I’m past living a normal man’s life and the thought of that eats me up every day. I’ve one wrong to set right, that’s all. I can’t do much more than that, if I can do that at all.”


    “You are an agent of the angels. Why should I trust you?”


    “You shouldn’t,” said Quinn. “I didn’t ask to come with you.”


    “You were coming anyway.”


    “True.”


    “Then tell me what you want in there.”


    He filled his cheeks with air and blew it out in a weary sort of way. “I need to get into a Dreaming City,” he said.


    “Then you shall be successful tomorrow.”


    Quinn’s eyes shone with reflected moonlight. “It’s not that one I need to get into.”

  


  
    Old Columbus


    MORNING CAME, AND WE DEPARTED. Robyn was stiff with her farewells, still aggrieved at being left behind. We took only the bare essentials, water, food for the day, ropes and climbing gear, electric flashlights and pitch torches. And our weapons, of course. I set out into the pale predawn with a heavy heart, stepping through that ragged door over the remains of our fire as glumly as a man on the way to the scaffold. Facing the night dying in the west, looking out into the wilds, I was seized by the desire to run and not stop until the broken spires of Columbus were over the horizon, but my feet dumbly followed the others around the building and down the gentle slope of the valley to the broken course of the Scioto River.


    Fallen structures and dead trees had clogged the flow. The Scioto is not a mighty flood, and is much diminished by the diversion of its tributaries. Not far north of Newtown its braidings weave themselves back into a single channel, but by Old Columbus the river splits into rivulets, many ending in stagnant pools, and all of it surrounded by thick brakes of stunted willow and alder. I was glad of the time of the year, for in summer the swamp would surely be swarming with mosquitoes.


    We crossed the floodplain. Ice fringed brown waters. Frost dusted the grass. We passed the boulder I had seen the ghoul perch upon as the pack had run by. The ground there was deeply scored by their claws, and the concrete bore parallel scratches from the talons of the female’s feet. There was a faint, musky scent on the air. Quinn pointed out their droppings, black with blood and clotted with hair.


    The rumble of distant water grew. The river spread itself out further into many wide, shallow channels, but in places there were deep lakes, oddly shaped, the works of the Gone Before. Their earthworks were everywhere, the signs of their endless roads. And as we drew nearer to the spires of the city, more artifacts of the distant past emerged from their coverings of grass and tree. The piers of a mighty bridge loomed from dry ground, the river having sidestepped them long ago.


    Then we came to the field of wonders.


    Angelic armor lay scattered around, half-submerged in the water, or resting broken backed on the remains of shattered buildings. All of it was stripped of paint and decoration by the forces that had downed it, but such is the art of the angels that many of the suits were recognizable for what they were. They were forged for giants, tall as three men, with long arms of banded steel mounting fearsome and incomprehensible weapons. Faceless helms sat atop armored necks, and from the backs of each spread wings. These were delicate, made of some sort of glass that had wilted in the heat of the bombs where it had not been blasted completely away. The wind moaned through the gaps in the plates. I approached one that was almost whole. The wings lay about it in shattered pieces, but they kept their rough shape, so that the armor looked like a representation of St. Michael cast into the windows of a church. Its arms were flung outward, like our lord Jesus Christ’s upon the cross. The left hand was missing, but in the right, it bore a sword as tall as I am all crusted over with corrosion. I peered inside the helmet, but found no bones or other remains. I have often thought that the angels might be liars, perhaps even machines, who profane the name of God. I have never believed them to be divine. But the suit was empty even of mechanisms, and I doubted my conviction.


    The field of armor continued until we emerged from the swamp and continued out onto the higher ground on the other side. There were other machines of war there. Dart-like aircraft were broken all around, like a flock of birds fallen dead at once. And a giant, tracked vehicle, circular holes on top and sides where once weapons were mounted. We saw no signs of bones other than those of animals torn apart by ghouls, and these were in poor condition, smashed to pieces so the marrow could be extracted.


    * * *


    The lands around Columbus are not much varied in elevation, but we were forced to climb upward a way from the swamp. A ridge divided the Scioto from the old city and its tributaries, a wrinkle thrown up by the titanic forces of Columbus’s destruction.


    We were in shadow as we walked, and the air was chill. I had the horrible sensation of being watched. My eyes were forever straying to the black thickets, leaving my feet to the mercy of the churned earth, glass, concrete, and metal that made up the slope.


    At the top, warm fall sun bathed us. A great scar opened before us into the earth. The ground had slipped outward and downward, cratered as neatly as if it had been struck with a hammer, exposing up the subterranean spaces of Old Columbus to the sky. The seven spires leaned drunkenly on the far side, their toppled brothers and sisters making a labyrinth of shattered concrete around them. A waterfall fifty yards across tumbled over the lip of the broken plaza and into a lake which occupied much of the uppermost level of the under city. It filled the crater deeply, a dark blue, and extended under our feet into artificial caverns. There must have been a further drop and another waterfall, for the lake level was forty feet below us, and had not filled the hole to the brim. Scree of concrete and metal spars made up the lakeshore. Cliffs of compressed floors and slumped roads were pierced by ancient corridors turned into square-mouthed caves. It was a warren, one almost certainly full of ghouls.


    “The angels dig deep,” said Quinn, peering over the edge. “This is not the work of the Gone Before. You have your map? Give it to me.”


    Rachel handed over the device. Quinn seemed familiar with its use. He scrutinized it awhile, then pointed to a pier jutting over the lake, a fallen building, I think. The ragged shore below followed it, forming a promontory in the lake half-joined to the pier above by blocky, ruined scarps.


    “The medical center is on the fifth level. If we’re lucky, we can get there. If we’re lucky. We could instead go this way, see if the datacore has really gone.” His fingers skated over the smooth glass of the device. “Here.” He held it up to Rachel. I got the impression he wasn’t proposing this as a serious course of action, but was instead presenting it to gauge Rachel’s reaction.


    “We have to go to the medical center,” she said. Her hand strayed to the box.


    “Maybe you should tell me what you have in there,” he said.


    “Maybe you should mind your own business,” she replied.


    “Fine,” he said.


    “Why don’t we go down that slope?” Thomas said, pointing at a slab of concrete half the size of Newtown that made up the southern side of the lakeshore.


    “If we rappel down off the promontory,” said Quinn, “we’ll be in direct sunlight the longest. We’ll have to find our way from there to the medical facility. There’s a major access tunnel not far from here. Off that there should be an elevator shaft or stairway we can use.”


    “Angels need stairs?” I said.


    Quinn ignored me.


    “And if it’s collapsed?” said Thomas.


    “Then we try another way,” said Quinn. “Thomas, Fillip,” he said. “Get the ropes.” He looked at the mouths of the caves in the lakeshore. I followed his gaze, half-convinced I saw movement in every one.


    Thomas had some experience in climbing and rigged the ropes for our descent. Quinn went first, sliding smoothly to the beach. He drew both longsword and gun and moved away from the rope, then waved us down. One after another, Rachel, Fillip, Thomas, and then finally I followed.


    I was numb to the fear of the drop. There was so much to be frightened of there, I freely own, but there was a tranquility to the place that took the edge off.


    The waterfall rumbled on, a haze of spray hanging over the lip of the crater. In some ways, it was one of the most peaceful places I’ve ever seen in my life. Away from the boiling foam of the falls the lake was placid, that mirror sheen you find only on deep, still water. Not a ripple marred its surface, and it appeared a hole in the earth, through which another pale blue sky could be observed. I stop-started all the way down the rappel, unused to the technique, but it didn’t matter. I felt protected. That sounds strange, but there was, in that void, the sense of something greater. Of peace. Of God.


    And then I touched down upon the shore. The pebbles and rubble of that beach shifted under my feet and I saw that many were animal bones, piles of them, some still with scraps of rancid flesh adhering to their whiteness, and my fear returned anew.


    Past the promontory I saw that at its far end the lake drained through a crooked hole, a maw whose thirst could never be slaked, endlessly consuming the waters. The rumble of that waterfall displaced the sounds of the first. A more hollow, sinister noise, the tumble of water redoubled by echo and distance as it vanished into the bowels of the earth. It was a sound redolent of despair, of purgatory, and I was glad we did not venture that way. We went instead down the other side of the promontory, toward another gaping cavern. Not until we were past its sagging entrance did I see that it had been a huge tunnel of oval section, lined with the miraculous concrete of the old knowledge. So huge, it was big enough to accommodate the new cathedral here in Newtown. A channel was cut into the floor. Black water intruded from the lake along it, rippled by the sudden flight of rats. The parallel lines of two rail tracks stood half an inch proud of its surface. I wondered for a time what had been brought that way and why, and why such a lofty passage was required, but my fear won out again, and I ceased to think, and became poised on the edge of flight myself.


    The mouth was broad, and through it daylight pushed its way into that subterranean world, but it could only penetrate so far. In the gathering dark Quinn stopped several times to consult Rachel’s device, the glow of it eerily lighting up his face. He did not offer it back to Rachel, and she did not ask for it, but looked nervously at him every time he paused. She was so close to her goal, tension silenced her. She had given herself completely over to the care of this vagabond knight and, by association, the rest of us also. We were helpless, wholly at his mercy. He headed on, always looking forward. Thomas, Fillip, and I held back, our guns ready, starting at every echoing drip of water or distant noise. But of the ghouls, there was no sign, no bones or rotted flesh, or piles of their dung. Quinn walked, his gun in his right hand, his longsword in his left. He needed no flashlight to show his way. His gaze pierced the dark until we hit a point where the roof had come down. Once we climbed the rubble to the other side, the last reflections of the distant day dwindled to nothing, and we found ourselves at the border of limitless black. Only then did he sheath his sword, and take out the flashlight we had given him, and press its switch. We had kept our own lights off, following his lead. With relief, I took his actions as permission to turn on my own, and so we all did, until the darkness was lanced with beams of cold white light. I played mine across the concrete, fascinated by the details it revealed. Mineral forms of rippled stone, faded signs in the Bible language. Flaking icons whose color’s brightness still lingered.


    “What kind of batteries are in these?” Quinn asked. “How long will they last?”


    “Wet batteries,” said Rachel. “We’ve struggled to make the dry kind. But they are well sealed, and won’t leak. They will work for half an hour at least. The bulbs are low-draw diodes. We have spare batteries.”


    Rachel would have been proud to speak of this work at any other time, but her body sang out her desire to get on.


    “Turn out all but two of them,” said Quinn. “This could take time. Keep your torches handy. If the flashlights give out, fall back on them. Try to save them if you can. If the ghouls come, fire will be your salvation. You all have matches or the like?”


    We nodded. I had some in my pack. Thomas patted a rattling pocket. Fillip held up a steel lighter, with flint wheel and turpentine within its reservoir.


    I shuddered. Reluctantly, I turned out my light. Thomas and Fillip followed suit. Rachel kept hers on.


    “Jaxon, come with me. Rachel and the others, stay close. We’ll go out front.”


    “Why me?” I said.


    He didn’t answer my question, but said, “You can be with me at the front, where you’ll see the ghouls coming, or you can go at the back, where your neck’ll be crawling imagining long fingers wrapping about it. Your choice.”


    I fell in beside him. After a few paces he stopped again and handed me the flashlight. “Good choice,” he said. “Now you carry that, unless you’d prefer to do the fighting while I light up the ghouls for you.”


    I shook my head.


    Past the cave-in the tunnel was in a sorry state. In many places the concrete lining was breached, revealing bare rock streaked with water, or the hollow, misshapen boxes of broken rooms opened up like a ruined dollhouse. Some two hundred yards, or so I reckon, past the first cave-in, we came to another. There the ground had slammed down, shutting the tunnel off completely. Quinn checked the map.


    “This way, there should be a stairwell.”


    “If there isn’t, Sir Quinn?” I said.


    “Then we go back.”


    The stair proved to be whole. Bare concrete steps wound down a square shaft, a railing of hollow steel red and rough with rust keeping us from the drop. I refrained from shining the flashlight down there, fearful of attracting the ghouls’ attentions. Quinn and I kept ahead, him silent as a cat stalking its prey, not even a jingle from his mail, me panting and scuffing and making enough noise to scare up the dead. The stairs went down so far I thought that soon we’d begin to get hot, for surely we were approaching the eternal fires of hell. The rational part of me, the part that’s read the old knowledge, that fought back, but all it could tell me was that there were no devils down there, only ghouls, and that was hardly comforting.


    Fillip fell. He tripped on something, let out a bitten-off yell, and slammed hard into my back. The two of us stumbled sideways, toward the drop. I dropped the flashlight and grabbed for the railing. It came clean off in my hand, leaving me and Fillip windmilling on the edge. Stupidly, I let go of the pole. I saw it fall lengthways down the shaft. Then there were hands on me, and I was being yanked back from the brink. Rachel, and Thomas.


    The pole fell, clanging off every flight of steps below us, down and down, bang, bang, bang, each impact booming up the shaft, Rachel and Thomas looking at me, eyes wider than saucers.


    “I’m sorry!” said Fillip. “I’m sorry!”


    With a final clatter, far, far away, the pole stopped. There was a splash. The noise was done. We stood in our little pool of stolen light, not daring to breathe, listening for the sounds of the ghouls.


    None came.


    Quinn stared hard at Fillip and me.


    “Have a care. Ghouls hear exceptionally well.”


    Rachel retrieved my flashlight. We were lucky that had not fallen also. She worked the switch a few times.


    “Broken,” she said, stowing it in her pack.


    “Never mind,” said Quinn. “We’re halfway there.”


    * * *


    We came off the stair a few levels down. The way out was closed by a steel door. Twenty years is plenty of time for steel to rust itself solid.


    “I could blast it,” said Fillip.


    “Don’t be a fool,” said Quinn. “You’ll bring the place down around our ears, or the ghouls on us. Or both. We’re going to have to do this quietly.”


    It took half an hour to pry the door open far enough to get through. Me and Rachel kept watch up and down the stairs, Thomas, Fillip, and Quinn shoving and cursing, the muted noises of their exertions louder than firecrackers in that deathly silent place.


    I had my own torch out again. I was glad to be carrying just the one now, for they were heavy, blocky things, like bricks. I abandoned caution and shone the beam upward. The stairs went up further than the beam could go. Down below, black water glinted, the stair vanishing into it. The color of that water, so dark, reminded me of the night, and I thought on the day passing overhead, quick that time of year. It was already approaching noon. We were going to run out of time.


    The shriek of reluctant metal ended our watch.


    “Door’s open,” panted Fillip. He was streaked with rust and sweat.


    Quinn put his head and gun around the door, then pushed his way through. A moment later his head reemerged.


    “Follow me,” he said.


    We took our packs off to get through the gap. A modest corridor opened on the other side. Again of concrete, bare of decoration aside from a yellow stripe of flaking paint running at hip height.


    “Medical section’s this way,” said Quinn.


    “No angel could live here, surely,” I said.


    Quinn shrugged without turning round. “Depends on your definition of an angel,” he said. Although I pressed him on his meaning, he would say no more.


    We passed half a dozen doors, all of steel. Most were shut but one was open, and from inside came steady wind carrying the smell of mold. Then the corridor ascended a short flight of steps, and we were on a landing ending before a gleaming cylinder door, all made of a metal I did not recognize. A glass panel not unlike Rachel’s device was set into the metal beside the door. The landing ended with a panel of metal too, but this was common steel, the diamond grip pattern still visible under scabs of rust.


    “Elevator platform,” said Quinn, stepping on it doubtfully. He thrust hard with a foot. “Stable enough. Watch yourselves.”


    “I need my device back,” said Rachel.


    Quinn looked at her.


    “I can’t open this door without it.”


    He handed it over. Rachel went forward to the door and we all came to stand by her on the platform. She held up the device to the panel in the door and her fingers danced on the surface. The panel flickered, displaying lines of broken light. The door let out a quiet chime and rotated inward to reveal a space big enough for two people to stand within, with a second door on the far side. She stepped inside the space. With a backward glance at Quinn, she knelt in front of the door and took the box from her belt. Then she opened it.


    Quinn took a step forward. “I think it’s time you showed me what is in there,” he said. She kept her back to him, attaching the leads and clips to the artifact.


    “What are you doing?” he said. He made to go into the cylinder.


    A voice emanated from the device, now attached to the artifact. “Stay back, Knight of Atlantis. You are needed, but not yet.”


    Rachel turned, holding the length of chromium spine gently in both hands, so that it nestled there like an obscene insect. Her usual shrewd expression was gone, a mix of reverence in its place.


    “Put it down!” shouted Quinn. He lunged for the device.


    Two things happened then. A green light ignited above the inner door, and it opened. At the same time, the elevator platform fell away from under our feet. Quinn went with it, as did Fillip and I. Thomas fell with a cry, somehow turning around and grabbing hold of the lip of the corridor as the floor plummeted beneath us. I caught a glimpse of him dangling, before the platform crashed against something and the wind was knocked from me, and I think I blacked out a moment.

  


  
    Flight in the Deeps


    QUINN WAS UP FIRST. His face was scraped raw down one side, but he hauled me up without displaying discomfort. The platform had come down at the bottom of its shaft, which was set back into the wall of another corridor running at right angles to the direction of the one we had come from.


    “God damn it!” said Quinn. “Why didn’t you tell me what was in the box?”


    “I . . . I . . . I don’t . . . It was a secret!” I said.


    Quinn pushed me against the wall. “Do you know what that is?”


    I shook my head dumbly.


    He pushed his forearm against my neck, a snarl on his face. I knew then that he wanted to kill me. I came very close to death. He slammed me and stepped back. “It tricked you all. She tricked you all. See to your friend.”


    I went to Fillip, who was clutching his side. He pushed me off as I tried to help him up.


    “Let me examine you,” I said.


    “Leave it,” he insisted, “I’m fine.” He was not. It was obvious. I gave Quinn a pleading look.


    “What do we do?”


    “We could climb,” gasped Fillip. “I’ve got more ropes in my pack, carabiners, hammers.”


    “Fillip, you’ve broken a rib, let me see,” I said. He was breathing hard, his hand still clawed at his side.


    “Let me be!” he said.


    Quinn looked up. The vestibule to the medical center was a square hole yards overhead. We could catch no sight of the others.


    “We could do it. Give me the—” His head snapped round. “Too late. Get him up,” he said to me. “Now!”


    Fillip and I heard the noise seconds after Quinn, a whooping, chittering noise, and the splash of many feet in shallow water.


    “Ghouls!” I said.


    Fillip staggered up, biting back his pain. I buckled under the weight of him, so Quinn half-hoisted him up and then we ran, as fast as we could, as that noise grew louder behind us.


    “Where are we going?” I said.


    “One problem at a time,” said Quinn. “Light your torches!”


    Fillip couldn’t do it, but I carried two. I plucked both from my belt as we ran, discarding the waxed cloth protectors round the heads and pausing for terror-wracked seconds to fumble out my matches and strike them. The matches flared true, for there was no draft to disturb them, and the torches took instantly, then I was off again, flying through the underworld, the fires of the torches roaring flags behind me. Bent spikes of metal and jagged lumps of fractured concrete reached out to snag at my limbs. The floor was uneven, buckled by the upheavals of the earth. Water dribbled from every crack, and coldly puddled on the floor. My feet were numb from the touch of it, but we ran as if the demons of the lowest pits of hell were on our tails.


    Quinn skidded to a halt. I ran into him. He stayed me with his arm, preventing me from tumbling head over heels into a crevasse that broke the corridor right through, roof, floor, and ceiling. Fetid air, warm with the heat of the underworld, blew from its depths, and my torches flickered.


    “Can you jump it?” said Quinn.


    “Yes, I think so.”


    “I . . . can’t . . .” gasped Fillip. He sagged at the knees, and Quinn let him drop. The noise of our pursuers drew closer. Fillip slipped his pack off and held it out to Quinn with weakening hands. Then he undid his jacket, unbuckled his explosives belt, and pulled it out from under his clothes, arching his back painfully to get it off. He kept one stick of dynamite, already prepared with a fuse wire, and passed the remainder to Quinn. A look of understanding passed between the two.


    “Are you ready?” said Quinn to me. The noise of the ghouls grew louder. Savage voices and padding feet filled the corridor with their racket.


    “Wait!” I said. I ran away from the crevasse until I saw a dry patch of ground, then tossed the torches back. They whooshed as they spun through the air, landing close by one another. One splashed down, half in the water, and began to gutter.


    On the other side of the fire a wall of monsters came, a rush of gleaming eyes and flashing teeth. I stood, rooted to the spot. Had the torches not brought them to a crashing halt, they would have overrun me and torn me to pieces in moments. They fell over each other, shrieking in fear at the flame. Those at the fore were pushed close to the torches, their faces contorted in terror.


    Fillip struck a flame from his steel lighter and held it close to the fuse of his dynamite. The torches would not last long. The one in the water was hissing, a weak blue fire playing over the pitch-soaked cloth as water seeped into it. The other was consuming its fuel quickly, burning too high, too fast. The savage faces of the ghouls loomed in and out of sight, red eyes burning with a feral madness, teeth clashing, drool running. Their hands twitched over the fires then withdrew, as if the very light burned them as surely as the fire would.


    “You’ve . . . got . . . about . . . thirty seconds . . . once . . . I . . . light . . . this . . . fuse . . .” panted Fillip.


    “You must come,” I said, holding out my hand. I never liked Fillip, but he was a man in need. I cannot suffer to see my fellow creatures in pain. I took my gun off my shoulder. “We can hold them off.”


    “There are too many. He’s finished. His lung’s collapsed. His chest is full of air,” said Quinn.


    “I can fix that!” I said. I looked back and forth between Fillip and our diabolical enemy. Fillip shook his head.


    “Can you . . . do it . . . before . . . they . . . come? Can . . . you . . . kill . . . them all?” he gasped. A feverish smile twisted his face. “Jump!”


    The ghouls were shrieking their grating cries, snapping their teeth. They shuffled closer and closer to the flickering fire, the dying torchlight dancing on their bone-white, filthy skin.


    “Now,” wheezed Fillip. And put the fuse in the flame. It fizzed into urgent life.


    “Run!” Quinn shouted.


    Bellowing incoherently, I broke into a sprint and leapt over the gash in the ground. Where that pit led I cannot guess, but my fear of falling into that chasm was greater than any other.


    A jolting impact announced my arrival on the other side. Quinn followed after, making the leap from a standing start and hauling me up. In horror I stared back over the gap.


    Excited by our movement, the ghouls leapt over the dying torches. They fell on Fillip in a frenzy of clawing hands and biting teeth. He screamed horribly. Blood fountained up the walls.


    Somehow, I convinced my legs to move against all their intention to freeze solid, crippled by fear of the blasphemy—for by now I was half-convinced it was such—we committed by entering into the ruins of the Dreaming City. We ran then. I had no flashlight, and no torches, but a feeble glow came from somewhere, lending just enough light to my eyes so that I could see the horrors that pursued us. I could not stop myself looking back over my shoulder. Ghouls bounded over the chasm, their pale bodies gray shadows in the murk, scrambling for purchase as they hit our side, some few falling to their deaths still screaming out their hatred as they fell.


    The ones that crossed hurtled afterward. Quinn and I flew headlong from them, deep into the twisting labyrinth of the deeper city where an unexpected light began to lift the dark.


    It seemed to go on forever, that hellish pursuit, ghouls snapping at my heels, but the fuse was set for thirty seconds, and duly it went off, bringing the chase to a tumultuous end.


    The explosion deafened me. Even so far as we had run, the shock wave buffeted us, sending me staggering. The thunder of collapse sounded from behind us. But still the ghouls were there, and they leapt at us. A hand gripped my ankle so tightly I expected the bone to snap. A sharp tug had me sprawling and I screamed. I rolled onto my back, groping for my rifle but it had gone. The ghoul crawled up my body, filthy claws ripping my clothes and flesh as it scrabbled for my neck. Its weirdly elongated face thrust into mine, its breath reeking of carrion and blood. Those wiry limbs possessed unnatural strength. Grappling at my wrists it pinned me fast, and drew back its head to strike, mouth wide, exposing ranks of teeth like those of a predatory fish.


    A gunshot roared close by. The ghoul’s grip relaxed and it leaned sideways, half its head exploded into a fine mist, and it pitched on top of me, limbs loose.


    Yelling hysterically, I heaved the corpse off me. Quinn strode past, gun booming. Ghouls screamed as they fell. I counted six shots, each one lighting the dark corridor with fiery lightning. Ghouls were frozen in that illumination, slavering as they pushed past each other to get at us. His rounds spent, Quinn dropped his gun, switching his knight’s longsword from left hand to right. I saw it flash in the diffuse glow, each swing dispatching another ghoul. The stink of hot blood filled the corridor, and then, all of a sudden, the battle was done and there were no more. A rattling ghoul’s cry sounded somewhere far off, and then there was no noise but for my own whimpering and Quinn’s slow breathing.


    Quinn stooped for his pistol. I reached for my canteen, only to find it raked open by claws. An amount of water remained in the bottom, but the thought of drinking it turned my stomach. The nails of the ghouls must be rich with disease.


    “Did it bite you?” he said, as he wiped his sword on a rag drawn from his belt.


    “I am alright,” I said.


    “I didn’t ask if you were alright.” He discarded the rag. “I asked if it bit you.”


    “No,” I said. “I think some of its blood might have got into my mouth, some of its spittle too.” I stuck out my tongue at this realization and scrubbed at it with a fistful of my clothes, only to find them grimy and foul tasting.


    “Then you might turn, or you might not. The strain of the sickness the ghouls carry is not so virulent as that in the dead. Got to get it direct in the blood most cases anyway, but I’ve seen a man struck down by the smallest drop of infected blood splashed into his eye.” He unhooked a flask from his belt and tossed it at me. “Swill this round your mouth, gargle it, spit it out. Don’t swallow, whatever you do.”


    I was trembling so much I fumbled the catch and nearly dropped the bottle. It took me three attempts to open the flask, then spilled a measure of it down my face.


    “Slow down,” he said. “It’ll do you no good if you waste it all.”


    The liquid evaporated rapidly off my skin, burning me with the chill. When I took it in my mouth, it seared me. I swilled and gargled and gargled again, not caring for the cold pain that raked my throat.


    “Hey, that’s enough,” he said.


    I spat it out, breathing like a blown horse.


    He held out his hand for his bottle, and I closed it and handed it back. “That will help,” he said. He looked meaningfully at me. “But you can walk in front for a while. Pick up your gun.”


    I found the rifle lying by a rupture in the wall, half under the body of a ghoul. I tugged the gun free. Dead, the ghoul looked more human. The ribs were clear to see, it was emaciated, the cords of its legs and arms standing clear with intolerable tension even in death. Were it not for its distorted skull, I could have taken it for the corpse of a man.


    “There’s light,” I said, holding my hand in front of my face. “Enough to see by. For me to see by, I mean. Can you see? I suppose you’ve been able to see for a while.” I gabbled, and felt suddenly foolish for drawing attention to the difference between me and this servant of the angels.


    “That might be a good thing, that might be a bad thing,” said Quinn.


    “What do we do now?” I said as we set off walking. The condition of the corridor improved. The light grew stronger.


    “Find our way to the city datacore.”


    “Rachel said it had gone.”


    “Never trust anything until you’ve seen it yourself.”


    “But what about Rachel?” I said.


    “She made her choice,” said Quinn. What he meant by that was not to become apparent until close to the end of this sorry venture.

  


  
    The Ghoul King


    THE CORRIDOR DROPPED, taking on a uniform slant down. The light grew stronger, strong as moonlight, then as evening, then lighter yet. Below us, at the end of the passageway, a rectangle of light that seemed as bright as the sun after our trek through the dark.


    “How are you feeling?” asked Quinn. I heard the oily clicks of bullets slotting into the cylinder of his gun. “Any fever, weakness, dryness of the mouth?”


    “I know the symptoms,” I said harshly.


    “Do you have them?”


    “I don’t think so. I’m thirsty though.”


    He paused at that. “Drink then.”


    “I threw my canteen away, that ghoul ripped it open.”


    I tensed, but the gun slid back into his holster, and a moment later his hand prodded me in the back. “Take mine,” he said. “Stop for a moment. I’ve seen you drink before. I don’t want you spilling it all.”


    “But the ghouls,” I said. “They were right behind us.”


    “And they’re not now.” His face had become harder since we’d fallen, and he hadn’t been very friendly before. He stared at me while I drank. I stopped before I was ready, disturbed by his regard.


    “What is that thing that Rachel has?” I asked. “She calls it her guardian angel.”


    Quinn put his canteen away, then unslung Fillip’s pack and began taking out the contents. Those he wanted to keep he put into his own knapsack.


    “That’s more right than she knows. It’s an angel’s blessing,” he said.


    “I don’t understand.”


    “I thought you were tight with these ‘Seekers.’”


    “I’m no technophile. I’m a healer,” I protested.


    “Anyone who risks their life for the knowledge of the Gone Before is a technophile, no matter what they say and no matter what they’re obsessing over.” He slung Fillip’s bandolier of dynamite about his chest. There were three sticks left, each snugly held in a capped leather tube.


    “I still don’t know what it is.”


    Quinn sighed and stared at me like I was a fool. “It’s an angel maker. It’s what makes angels.”


    “How?”


    “Now that I really don’t have time to explain,” he said. “Said you believe in God?”


    “I do!” I said, and I do, sincerely. “You only have to look around the world to see his hand everywhere.”


    “Right,” he said neutrally. “But you don’t believe the angels are his messengers.”


    “They’re something else.”


    “Some might say you’re right,” said Quinn. He shouldered his pack again. Quinn always moved with purpose. He never did anything that had no reason. He had some dried meat in his hand which he offered to me. “Eat.”


    I did so, gladly.


    “Either way, what your Rachel has is no toy, and it sure as hell doesn’t have her best interests in mind no matter what it told her.”


    “Did you know?”


    “No,” he said. “I should’ve figured it out, you people running around with unsanctioned artifacts, making guns and batteries and so forth. I thought she might have come across some sort of cloak or field device, and that’s what kept you hidden, though her little friend can do that too. I missed it, because none of those things are supposed to have survived.”


    “The angel’s blessings?” I said, my mouth clumsy round the unfamiliar words.


    “The angels of Columbus,” he said. “Come on. We’re close to the heart of the city. If Rachel was lying, down here is what I need, then we can get out before nightfall.”


    “What if she wasn’t lying?” I said nervously.


    He turned back to me. “Then we’ll find somewhere to hole up until morning,” he said. He gave me a rare smile. “I don’t know what you think of me, Jaxon, and I don’t rightly care, but I’m not about to let you get snacked on by ghouls if I can help it.”


    We went through the door into a huge space and I was immediately occupied in keeping my footing. There were mounds of debris everywhere, much of it glass glinting in light that streamed in from above. Quinn mounted the pile half-blocking the door and moved up it easily, sending short-lived avalanches of shards slithering out from under his feet. I was less nimble, slipped about, always a heartbeat from falling. One time I did slip. Only the fact that I had my rifle braced in front of me prevented my arms from plunging deep into the glass, but I cut my knuckles.


    One more skidding step. The surface leveled out. I looked up and stopped dead at what I saw.


    Shafts of light, too bright for me to look at directly, came in through a hole in the ceiling hundreds of feet overhead. In front of me, rising from mountains of broken glass, metal, rock, and concrete were three towers arranged into a hollow triangle. On each, glass pods gathered together around a central stem in bunches like an enormous beanstalk. The pods were the size of coffins, and a form of coffin they were, for in those whose interiors were not obscured by filthy residue I saw the bones of men and women.


    “Behold,” said Quinn ironically. “The home of the angels. This is the heart of the fallen Dreaming City of Columbus. You are among very few living men to have seen inside such a place.”


    I blinked at him, lost for words.


    “Do not see it as an honor. If it is ever known you have been here you will be killed, I can guarantee that with absolute certainty.”


    “Angels, so far underground? The spires and the castles of glass and light . . . I remember the city from before. I saw it every day as a boy. Angels are creatures of the air!”


    “Decoration,” said Quinn. “Venting systems. Energy generation. Defensive matrices. Broadcast towers. Above all, a statement of might. Down here, underground, that’s where the angels dwell in every Dreaming City. They feel safest buried under rock.”


    “From whom?” I said. “They are all-powerful. No nation can stand against them.”


    “They’re not afraid of men,” said Quinn. “They need protection from each other. And even then, all this is not enough.”


    I walked to the tree of coffins. Tentatively I rested my hand upon one pod. A skull, a human skull, rested only an inch from my hand against glass smirched with streaks of dried filth. A black crust covered the bottom. There was a hole in the coffin, and a corresponding hole in the skull.


    Many of the lower coffins were broken into fragments, the bones of their occupants missing.


    “They were all killed. Executed.”


    “Yes,” said Quinn. “Directly. The only way to be sure. The angels of Neork and Atlantis wanted to drop an atomic in here, but the angels of Pittsburgh insisted that their enemies be dispatched individually, so that they all might be counted, and their husks left as a warning to any other city that dared breach the terms of the Pax Angelica. More displays of power. If there’s one thing I have learnt about the angels, it is that they are hung up on the way things look.”


    I discerned a pattern in coffins on the towers. They went round in a spiral, each turn comprising three grouped together. I saw them as abominable chrysalides, into which men went and angels emerged.


    Quinn looked back up toward the corridor.


    “We should keep moving. Those ghouls will find themselves a way around sooner or later. There are doors on each facing of the room. We are not far from our destination.”


    He had no map. I didn’t think to ask how he knew.


    We descended the slope and passed between two of the towers, and a yet more terrible sight greeted our eyes. A grim platform two yards high, all the long bones, the ribs and spines, the pelvises and shoulder blades, picked clean and stacked with awful artistry into whorls, spirals, checks, and curves. Upon the platform was a pyramid of skulls, every one of them holed. Before the skulls were hundreds of broken angels’ blessings, their spindly processes sticking upward like legs. Quinn took this in his stride, and I knew then that this abomination had been planned and executed by the angels themselves, those so-called servants of the merciful Lord God, and that Quinn had known about it all along.


    Quinn went to skirt round the platform, but something was watching us. Huge, long-fingered hands emerged from the edge of the skull pile, and a long head, bigger than a horse’s, followed.


    “Quinn!” I shouted.


    The knight reacted instantly, drawing his gun, but the creature was already on the move. Bursting out from cover, moving fearlessly through the faded sunlight, came the largest ghoul I saw in that benighted place.


    * * *


    The ghoul sprang at Quinn. The knight had time to loose one shot at the beast, hitting it square in the side, before the monster was on him. It seemed not to feel the wound. With a powerful backhand blow he sent Quinn hurtling into an obsessively stacked pile of finger bones that burst outward at his impact, rattling all over the floor like dice. It stood over him and roared, spreading its arms as it howled up at the distant sun.


    The thing was gigantic, tall as two men. A swollen and monstrous patriarch to a murderous brood. A king of ghouls.


    Embedded halfway down its spine was a chromium implant, the twin of Rachel’s angelic artifact.


    I raised my rifle and fired. I was shaking awfully, but by some miracle the bullet smacked into the rippling muscles of the ghoul king’s back, close by the angel’s blessing. Its head whipped round like that of a hunting dog, its long, powerful neck snaking out to find me. Bat-like nostrils flared in its flat face and it hissed at me through teeth as long as my fingers.


    I managed to pump the lever of the gun, chambering another round, and fired again. I aimed for its head this time, hoping for a killing shot. I was alarmed greatly by the lack of effect the bullets had upon its body, and thought only a hit to the head would kill it. But the target was small, and my aim compromised by terror. A coffin cracked behind it, a fresh bullet hole next to the one that had slain the occupant.


    Snarling, the ghoul king abandoned its attack on Quinn and bounded toward me on all fours, its muscular arms flinging handfuls of broken machinery and bone behind it as it came. I fired again, hitting it in the shoulder. I may as well have shot a wall of earth. I turned and fled. There was no way I could outpace such a beast, and it caught me in three easy strides, flinging out its hand to catch me across the back. Much of the impact was taken by my pack. The ghoul king’s talons ripped the cloth and sprayed my equipment across the room. The tips found their way through, opening the skin of my back, the burn of those claws! Each filthy with old blood. Although it was but a glancing blow, the force of it spun me around, and I fell onto the heaped glass and trash of the angel’s city. The ghoul king reared above, roaring out an inchoate rage against what it had become. Was it born like that, I wondered, or had it once been a man? Did the machine embedded in its flesh have anything to answer for its condition? It swiped at me, and I scrabbled backward, knowing that my time was done and that I was soon to meet my maker, but still I fought for my life, hoping for a few more breaths. Its brutal hands flung debris in glittering arcs through the air. I still had my gun, and I pointed it at the thing’s head, but with a growl at my impertinence it snatched the weapon from my grip and broke it in two, barrel, stock, and all as if it were a twig, the metal snapping as readily as the wood.


    This was it. I was doomed. I had chance for a moment’s reflection on my life, and I was ashamed of how little I had achieved.


    The throaty report of Quinn’s gun boomed, then again, and again. A steady drumbeat of death to Quinn’s advance. The ghoul king jerked, clawing at its injured flesh as Quinn put five bullets in a close group around its heart from behind. It turned, wavering on its feet. Quinn reloaded so quickly I would not have thought it possible had I not seen it, dumping bullets into the cylinder and snapping it shut quick as a street magician palms a card. The ghoul king launched itself at the knight, and he fired again, six bangs rolling around that chamber, loud as cannon fire. The thing barreled at him as it had at me, enraged beyond all reason. Quinn stood steady, blood poured from his nose, but not a shot missed. The ghoul king reared up to strike, bloody from its many wounds. Quinn held his ground, putting a bullet between its eyes as it came at him. Finally it fell, skidding along the glass to halt at Quinn’s feet. It panted as it came to a halt, and then its chest rose no more.


    “Get up!” he said, reloading his gun again. “Get up before it does!”


    “But, but, you killed it!” I got up, wincing at my hurts. I tottered forward three steps, then fell down and was violently sick.


    “No gun or sword is going to put this down.” He pulled out a stick of dynamite and patted about his pockets. His kit was ragged. Most of his pouches had been torn away, and the links of his mail parted in three parallel lines where the ghoul king’s claws had gouged him. He found no means of ignition on his person and looked at me.


    “I haven’t got any matches. My gear’s scattered.”


    The ghoul king’s lips parted. It took in a shuddering breath.


    I am not one given to profanity, but this was one time where I could express myself no other way. “You put a fucking bullet in its skull!” I said. “How is it still alive?”


    “That thing, on its back. Right now it’ll be closing up the holes in its heart, and spinning it a new brain. Quickly! If we can’t blow the damn thing up, the best we can do is get out of its goddamned lair!”


    “Cut its head off!”


    “Won’t make a bit of difference,” said Quinn. “If I did, it might well be worse. The angel’s blessing on the back will take direct control, and we haven’t got the time to prize that thing out of the ghoul’s spine. We have to run.”


    I nodded, wiped the vomit from my mouth, and ran to Quinn. He jogged away, and scooped up that of his gear he could find, his pack, the remaining flashlight, some of his pouches, and one torch. Together we went as quickly as we could out of the cavern, passing through one of the doors that Quinn said would be there. I was so relieved that he was correct, and still did not wonder how he knew. The doorway had its door attached, and we pushed it closed as the ghoul king began to make a grisly keening. We ran through, and Quinn swung the door’s sturdy bar shut, deep into slots in the jambs. The door was half-inch steel, blessed with thick stops of solid concrete all the way around.


    “It won’t hold it, will it?” I said.


    “No,” said Quinn. “But it will slow it down.”


    * * *


    Now we went upward, following short staircases and tunnels that ran up. It was drier there, no water on the ground, and the city less damaged, but it was dark and we were dependent completely on the flashlight. My ears strained the whole time, listening for sounds of the ghoul king breaking down the door, but I heard nothing. An eerie silence blanketed this section of the city.


    After half an hour the flashlight batteries were dying, but Quinn slowed, and pointed the failing beam at a cylinder door made of the same, imperishable metal as the door to the medical center. The devices associated with it were dead, and after prodding at the door panel a few moments, Quinn set his shoulder to the edge and heaved it open. It juddered and crunched as it moved, but move it did. I doubt I could have shifted it. As with the medical center a small chamber was beyond, but here the inner door was gone. I saw daylight again, brighter than in the angels’ chamber. Quinn stepped out to the edge and looked down, then up. He drew back his head.


    “I guess she wasn’t lying. The datacore’s gone.”


    “Did you expect it to be here?”


    “Not really,” he said. He stepped out into the corridor, allowing me the opportunity to slip through and take a look myself. “But I’d have felt mighty foolish if I’d not checked and it proved to be here.”


    I craned my neck. The cylinder chamber hung over a vertiginous void, ten yards across. The lower part of it looked like it was supposed to be that way, smooth walls disappearing into the deeps, holed with the round openings of ducts. The upper part was a confusion of broken pipes, floors, walls, wires, and girders. Something had bored down from above, and plucked out whatever had once been there. The walls, smooth and ruptured, were coated with filth, and a vile smell burned my throat, ammonia and shit.


    Quinn meanwhile had taken off his pack and was rooting through it He produced a coil of rope and held out one end to me. “Tie this off around your waist.”


    “We’re not going to climb.”


    “We are. This is the quickest way up, and it’ll lead us directly to the medical center.”


    “We should just leave,” I said.


    “Don’t you want what you came for?”


    “What about Rachel?” I was confused. I was sure she had hidden her plans from us all, but I felt a flicker of loyalty for her. “Did she betray us? You said she made a choice.”


    “That she did.” He looped the rope crossways over his shoulder and under the opposing armpit. He took the other end and tied it around my chest, securing it beneath my arms. “I’m going first. If you fall, I’ll need to take your weight.”


    “This is madness.”


    “Isn’t it just.”


    “There must be another way.”


    “Well,” said Quinn, replacing his knapsack on his back. “We can head back the way we came, try to hunt out a stair, but last I saw there’s a monster back there and more further on. This way looks ghoul free to me.”


    I looked up at the sky, then at the filth coating the walls. “It is for the time being.”


    “Uh-huh, we best climb quick then.” And he began to climb.


    He went easier than I. Quinn was strong, and swung up onto the broken spar jutting out over the door easily. But he was patient too, and he waited for me as I struggled after him, bracing himself where he could to haul me up. A lesser man would have left me to die. That’s when I started to see. His eyes and manner were cold, but he was a good man.


    Our progress was slow. If we’d had to climb the smooth part of the shaft, we would never had made it. My hands came away tacky and stinking with the ghouls’ filth, and I began to notice the rotted remains of animals wedged into gaps in the wall. This shaft saw a lot of traffic from the ghouls; it was their way in and out of the city. That scared me. All the while, light of the sun shifted across the top of the shaft. Light that had shone halfway toward us began to retreat upward, and an early dusk came to the underworld. I estimated it to be two o’clock or so outside. We’d been underground for five hours. Evening would fall in less than two.


    Quinn never slipped. I nearly fell twice. Eventually, he stopped in the broken throat of a corridor, and hauled me up. Both of us were covered in shit. My arms burned. We’d been climbing maybe forty minutes, and come a couple of hundred feet. Two hundred feet more of sheer, sharp cliff were between us and the surface.


    “We’re here,” he said. “Down this way is the entrance to the medical center.”


    “We don’t have long, we should carry on and climb out,” I said.


    “Be my guest,” he said. “But I’ve unfinished business here, and I’m not going until it’s done.”

  


  
    Technophilia


    A PASSAGE CURVED ROUND the shaft to bring us to a shut door. This opened out into a familiar-looking corridor. We went up the short flight of steps that we had climbed a lifetime ago, or so it seemed, and there was the platform lift, and the cylinder door outside the medical center. The outer door was still open, but the inner had shut again. I looked down the lift shaft. The platform was still at the bottom. There was no sign of Thomas, Rachel, or of the ghouls. Quinn leapt over the gap, landing nimbly on the narrow strip of floor on the far side. Then he took out the last three sticks of dynamite and placed them against the inner door.


    “Stand back,” said Quinn. He jumped back over the lift shaft. “Further back,” he said. “Go down the steps and crouch.” He walked all the way to the top of the stairs, kneeled, and aimed his gun.


    He fired and hit the dynamite with the first shot. It exploded at the impact. Quinn rocked at the blast, then dusted himself off. I ran after him.


    The explosives hadn’t been contained, and therefore the damage they had done to the door was slight, but there was a hole in the leading edge and the locking mechanism was broken. He motioned that I should grab the door, and he raised his gun.


    It took all my strength to push the door open. At least the bearings were smooth.


    Quinn walked into the medical center. I followed.


    Inside I was confronted by a pristine collection of technological devices. I had never dreamed in all my wildest suppositions that this was how the world once was. Screens filled the walls, devices of mysterious purposes blinked with lights. Everywhere was the hum of electricity and the sound of subtle machines working quietly. There were a number of couches with more devices on articulated arms hanging over them along one wall. In one of these beds, strapped facedown with his back exposed, was Thomas. Standing over him was Rachel.


    She looked at us oddly, and then the strangest smile spread across her face. Just the lower part. Only her lips moved; she was something that did not know how pretending to smile.


    When she spoke, it was with twinned voices.


    “Quinn, Knight of Atlantis, you have returned,” they said, and one was her voice, and the other was the voice of the device.


    “Yeah,” said Quinn. “I have a habit of not dying, it keeps me healthy,” he said.


    She laughed, a short burst that stopped suddenly. “We made the knights well,” she said. “You are hard to kill.”


    “I guess so,” said Quinn. He kept his gun trained on her.


    “What does she mean?” I said. “Is she an angel?”


    “She’s becoming the beginnings of one,” said Quinn. “Isn’t that right?”


    Rachel, the angel, whatever she was, folded her arms.


    “How are you going to survive?” said Quinn. “You’re one broken third of a triad. Your choir is dead. The datacore to this city is gone.”


    “Do your masters in Atlantis know you know so much of the workings of the angels?” said the Rachel thing.


    “I don’t give a damn for my masters,” said Quinn. “I just need to know my enemy.”


    “Do they know you have turned renegade?” she said. “They should have killed you all when your purpose was done. Keeping you alive was a mistake.”


    “A mistake agreed upon and ratified by the five Dreaming Cities of the Eastern League,” said Quinn. “Who are you to say otherwise?”


    “You may be right. Thinking as an individual grants false clarity, the power of communion is superior. I could be wrong.”


    “What is she talking about?” I said.


    Rachel approached me, that hideous smile plastered across her face. She turned a little so that I could see the chromium device parasiting her spine. “The suits outside in the city, they were all empty. All but one,” she said. “I have been here before.”


    I looked at her in surprise.


    “Why didn’t you tell us?”


    “Because I was told not to, I know now why, of course, but then I was only following the advice of my guardian. Now we are one, I understand completely. I found the blessing out there, in one of those great suits of armor, the war panoply of the angels,” she said. “It was buried in the dirt. Overlooked.” She lowered her voice. “There were bones inside. It was then I began to understand the true nature of the angels. Or thought I did. I was being led to understand. I was allowed to understand. I am blessed.”


    Quinn’s gun followed her around the room. “You were a suitable candidate, that is all. Clever enough, but not too clever, ambitious, easily led.”


    “I need your help, Quinn. I need your help to finish the process.”


    “You tried to kill me.”


    “I had to act in haste. Now I need your help.”


    “What, so you can do the same to Thomas?” he said. “Become a binary searching out the third so you can do what? One angel alone against five cities’ worth?”


    “I want this.” The second voice dropped away, leaving only Rachel’s, her face softened. “I didn’t understand, but now I do. I want to do this. If I do, I can help.”


    “Help who?”


    “People. I can help give them the knowledge they need to prosper.”


    “And Thomas, does he get a choice? What about the poor soul you find to finish the job?”


    “If it concerns you so much, why do you not simply kill me?” The twinned voices returned. “I am weak, the integration process must be done correctly. I have no powers of rejuvenation until it is. Kill me now.”


    I looked at Quinn. His mouth narrowed.


    “You’re lying,” I said. “We saw the monster down below, the ghoul king. He wore the blessing like you do.”


    “Quinn has been educating you, I see. Be careful, that knowledge is among the most dangerous of all. If the angels discover that you know it, they will annihilate every trace of you.”


    “You’re still lying.”


    “I am not. One of my surviving brethren attempted to bond with a ghoul. They are savages, so naturally they could not be induced to work the equipment, so a raw bonding was attempted. It did not work. The ghoul has all the physical powers the blessing grants, but the mentality of the device was destroyed in the process. It is not and can never become an angel. If I were to bond fully without help, the same may happen to me. Rachel would go mad. I do not lie.”


    “Then why shouldn’t I kill you?” said Quinn.


    “Firstly, Quinn, the angels of Columbus were a useful check against the angels of the other cities. You know that, or you would not have chosen the path you did. Our ways were different. Our intention was to bring mankind back from the brink where he teeters now, and have him relearn the sciences of the past. Slowly, and carefully, so that the mistakes of earlier eons were not repeated. A kindness, we thought. A release from pain and disease and war. But the other cities’ choirs did not agree. Pittsburgh, Neork, Toronchigo, Atlantis, and Miami all turned against us, setting angel against angel.”


    “I don’t give a damn,” said Quinn. “You’re all as bad as each other. If I had it in my power, I’d wipe you off the face of the Earth.”


    “And who should rule then? People like the Emperor of Virginia, who promised his subjects freedom but brought only oppression and misery? You? You think yourself a moral man, Quinn, but you’re a killer, and every time you come close to taking up the burden of responsibility your gifts rightfully demand be yours, you run away.”


    Quinn breathed out hard.


    “If I cannot convince you to follow my philosophy, then I can offer other inducements.”


    “Don’t you dangle the location of my horse in front of me, that’s low,” said Quinn.


    “Your attachment to your animal is touching, even though it is as much a creature of the angels as you are. Listen, I will tell you where it is. Toward the ruins of Cincin is a place where the Shawnee come to trade. I shall provide you the exact coordinates. I will do so freely.”


    “Then what are you really offering?”


    The Rachel thing smiled again. “I have limited access to the ether. I know what you are attempting. I can give you the codes you require. Gene masking. Thought wave suppression. Everything you need to get into the Dreaming City of The Forest. I can give it to you. That is where you are going, isn’t it? That is why you came here. You would not have found those things. Not without my help.”


    Quinn’s face didn’t move.


    “Agree, you are about to, I sense it. Save us all some time.”


    “But she tried to kill us!” I said. “And Fillip is dead, and Thomas . . . Rachel, you . . . you’re not you,” I said.


    “I am more than I was. I am better.” She turned her attention back to Quinn. “So, what will it be? Aid me, and I shall enable you to achieve that which you have quested after these last years. Or kill me, and you shall never know peace.”


    Quinn kept his arm straight, gun aimed at Rachel’s head.


    “Shoot,” it said. “If you really want to. This place remains for a reason, Quinn. The other angels hold the power to destroy all elements of technology more sophisticated than a stone axe in this city completely. They did not because they cannot willingly extirpate one of their own cultures, not entirely. We understand, far more than humanity, that balance is required in all things, and that the elements of balance are often small and contradictory in appearance. Only together do they make sense. If I die, the angels of Columbus will return by other means. It is mandated by God. I offer you a chance of peace. There is a difference to be made here, a difference to you. Allow yourself this small indulgence, and do some good in the process.”


    With a great sigh Quinn relaxed the hammer on his gun and lowered his pistol.


    “I’ll do it,” he said. “So help me. But Thomas comes with us.”


    “No,” she said. “That I cannot allow. Before our joining we selected Thomas purposefully to be our binary, though she who was Rachel did not know that was what she was doing.”


    “And the third?” I said.


    “Think, Jaxon. Who do you think it is? Thomas is to be our Wrathful. There is one who must fulfill the role of Conciliator.”


    “Not me,” I said.


    “No.” She smiled.


    Robyn, I thought, she must mean Robyn. That was why she was so protective of her.


    “What do I do?” said Quinn.


    “I shall explain. We need not hurry. The ghouls will not disturb us. They will not enter here.”


    Rachel lay facedown on a couch. Automatically it adjusted itself to accommodate her, the arm coming alive to swing over her exposed back and the device clamped to it. Small puncture wounds wept plasma where the processes of the spine had punched into her back.


    “First you must actuate the full bonding of the device’s inputs with this body’s nervous system, and then monitor as the filaments achieve complete integration with the brain.”


    That was how it began. Quinn went to a screen, looked at it a moment, and began to touch it. Bright lines of red light shone from tiny arms that unfolded from the arm over the couch. They hit Rachel’s skin, and the room filled with the scent of scorched flesh. Evidently her heightened state of intelligence did not protect her from pain, and she cried out.


    I found a corner to sit in and watched for a while, horrified and fascinated by the esoteric ritual unfolding before me, and the dance of the machines around Rachel as this supplicant to the old gods of technology was transformed into something new. I intended to remain wakeful, but could not. My eyes slid closed and I fell into a dreamless sleep.

  


  
    Out of the Pit


    A GENTLE SHAKE awoke me. I came to with a gasp and surge forward that nearly knocked my head into Quinn’s.


    “We’re done,” he said. “We’re going.”


    From the couch Rachel spoke, and her voice had changed again, becoming one, neither hers nor the voice of the device. “Leave him here. I require his service.”


    “Oh no, you don’t have any business with him. He’s coming with me.” He held out his hand to me. “She can’t do anything, not yet. It’ll take a while for the implantation to take. She’s helpless, for now.”


    I looked at her, she did not move.


    “We should take Thomas.”


    “Too late for that,” he said, and I saw that he too had a silver insect embedded in his spine. I looked at Quinn. His face gave nothing away, but I can only assume he had done it.


    “How long?” I asked.


    “We’ve been here all night,” he said.


    “Should we wait?”


    “We best be gone before she recovers. I said I’d get you out of here, and I will.”


    After we’d jumped back over the lift shaft, the outer door closed and locked with a clunk, having survived the explosion unharmed. We were alone in the city. We hurried to the shaft and began to climb immediately the moment we got there. We got fifty feet further up before the sky overhead patterned itself with red.


    “We’ll not make it before the ghouls come back,” he said. “We’re going to have to hide.”


    That time, when Quinn hunted around the torn innards of the shaft looking for somewhere for us to—perhaps—survive the hordes of ghouls returning to the city from the night, was the time I was most scared in all of the adventure. I could do nothing but watch and curse myself for sleeping while he clambered around. I should have come myself while he worked. Perhaps I should have just left.


    “Here!” he called, from a ledge of broken concrete some ten yards around and seven feet up from my position. Unroped, I climbed over to join him. I glanced up. The sky was turning silver.


    He guided me into a small space with only one entrance. Sheets of metal had fallen into it from somewhere before the floor above had shifted and closed it in.


    “That’ll stop the door,” he said. “But we need to be inconspicuous.”


    He started smearing himself all over with the tarry shit off the shaft walls. I balked at it, but he put it liberally all over himself. A screech sounded from the top of the shaft, and a rushing, rustling noise that was all too familiar, and I hurried to follow his example. The ghouls were returning to their lairs. Quinn moved a sheet of metal over the gap leading into our hiding place, and put himself against the wall, his thumb engaging the hammer of his gun.


    With a twittering rush the ghouls poured down into the city. They gibbered and chirruped as they came, noisy as bats coming back to their roost. They covered ground that would have taken us nigh on an hour in minutes, nimble, flexible feet propelling them down the walls headfirst. They flooded past in the hundreds, their feet banging on the metal barrier as they ran over it and down. I couldn’t help but lean forward and look out of the chink at the top. Ghouls rushed by, wafting their fetor into the space we hid in, their cabled muscles rippling under ghostly skin.


    For a full minute they came; then their diabolical chatter receded. A few stragglers raced down, braver ones, perhaps, less frightened of the sun. I reached for the sheet. Quinn held up his hand. One last ghoul came down, and stopped right outside. Its yellow eyes narrowed and its face leaned into the space at the top, nose snuffling. Quinn leveled his pistol.


    A cry from the deeps caught its attention. It screeched back a reply and was gone, its lonely footsteps echoing around the shaft.


    The ghouls had passed.


    We elected to climb out then and there. I pleaded with Quinn to stay in the hole until full daylight, but he said no, that the ghoul king might come up here, and that he would not be fooled by so transparent a camouflage as a sheet of steel.


    I guess he was right. We climbed out without incident into the frigid dawn. From the depths of the city, packs of ghouls called to one another, but none reemerged onto the surface. We ran for cover, finding a cellar or a bunker that had survived, and blockading the door with the detritus within. There we waited out the freezing hours of early morning without a fire, neither of us sleeping until the sun was high in the sky. When we were sure we were safe, we left, both stiff-limbed and reeking. We had come out east of the falls, and when we proceeded downhill we came across one of the creeks that fed into it. We were eager to wash the ghouls’ dung off ourselves and so we did, damn the cold and damn the radiation.


    * * *


    Getting back to our camp was not as easy as the journey in had been. The ground to the east of the city was very broken, with scattered swamps and deep, stinking pools that appeared from nowhere to block our path. Signs of the ghouls were everywhere. It was well past noon by the time we got back. We were both cold. Both of us had kept possession of our coats, but our clothes were tattered and somewhat wet. I almost sobbed with relief when the camp building appeared, solid looking in the westering sun.


    Quinn held his hand up to stop me, and broke into a crouching run toward the building where we had left Robyn and the horses. He aimed his gun inside, then beckoned me over.


    The camp was in disarray. Robyn had gone. One of the horses was dead, its belly ripped open and much of the flesh around the wound torn away.


    “Ghouls got in here,” said Quinn. He pointed to a pile of four white corpses heaped in the corner. “Your girl is pretty handy. Looks like she got out.” He went to his own gear, that which he had left behind, and checked it over. He said, “My stuff’s still here.” He picked up saddlebags and packs. “We’re going to have to walk, and we need to be as far away as we can get before the sun goes down.”


    I looked around in a daze. Everything had been scattered about, the bags and blankets shredded. My own things had not survived so well as Quinn’s. There was little I could salvage.


    “I’m going to have to leave a lot of this,” he said. “Help me hide it.” We concealed it under piles of grass, but he would not leave his saddle. He hoisted that onto one shoulder, and rested it on his newly stuffed knapsack. “You not taking anything?”


    “I’ve nothing left. It’s all ruined,” I said.


    Quinn nodded in sympathy. “That’s the way it goes. At least you’re alive.”


    There was a snort outside, the jingle of harness.


    “Hello?” said a trembling voice. A gun mechanism clicked.


    “Robyn!” I said, and nothing would stop me rushing out.


    She was there on her horse, gun pointed at the door. I think she nearly shot me.


    “Jaxon?” Her left coat arm was ripped and stiff with blood.


    “Quinn’s here too.”


    “What about the others?”


    I shook my head.


    “Did you get anything?”


    “Nothing,” I said. “They died for nothing.”


    Quinn joined us.


    “You got the rest of the horses?” he asked.


    She pointed her gun at him.


    “Jaxon, did he do it? Did he kill them?”


    “Lady, if it weren’t for me, he’d be dead too,” said Quinn. “Lower your weapon.”


    “He’s telling the truth. That, that thing Rachel had in the box. It did something to her. It was responsible. And, and she was too.”


    Her gun lowered. “The artifact?” she said in disbelief. “It promised to protect us.”


    “Never, ever trust the promises of angels,” said Quinn.


    She had the horses alright, way out on the plain beyond the city. She’d taken them out there when the second night fell and a pack of ghouls had attacked her. She’d fought them off, but hadn’t wanted to take any chances. We made it to the other camp before evening and rounded up the horses right away. Quinn took the two he’d ridden before, the rangy skewbald and the horse he’d used to haul his gear.


    “Ride on through the night,” he said to us. “Do not go back to Newtown. I’d advise you to split up and head out in different directions. You’ll be safer that way.”


    Robyn and I looked at each other. I don’t think either of us wanted to leave the other, but we did. I said goodbye to her days before you found me. I hope she got away.


    “And you, Robyn,” he said. “You need to get as far away from Columbus as you can. Never come back.”


    “What about you?” I said.


    “Still got to do what I have to do,” he said.


    “Changing the world.”


    “Something like that.”


    “Can we come with you?” asked Robyn.


    “No,” he said. “Where I’m going makes what you’ve been through there look easy. And first I’m going back for the rest of my stuff.” He spurred his horse forward, passing between us.


    “We can help!” I said.


    He reined his horse in sharply and turned it back toward us. “Son,” he said, “I haven’t needed anybody’s help in a long time.”

  


  
    The Angel of Pittsburgh


    LIGHT SHIFTED. Jaxon’s vision blurred. He blinked and came back to the present. The quiet bustle of Newtown sharpened the silence of the room.


    “Where, where am I?” he asked. The man sitting opposite him said nothing. His head lolled back, trickles of blood drying beneath each nostril, his cigar a tower of ash balanced precariously on his lips.


    “You are in the presence of an angel,” said the statue. Jaxon started as it addressed him, momentarily terrified. Then he remembered where he was, and what it was.


    “Where is Quinn?” said the angel’s oracle.


    “Did I tell you everything that happened?” said Jaxon.


    “Everything.”


    “Then you know that I do not know,” said Jaxon.


    The angel statue’s eyes flared. It took two steps closer to Jaxon, the metal plates rasping over each other. It looked up at him. Something so small ought not induce such a feeling of dread.


    “You killed the sheriff,” Jaxon said.


    “He heard everything you said. You spoke blasphemy about the angels of our Lord, Jaxon. Killing him was a mercy. We saved his immortal soul from the blackness of your lies.”


    “You were in my head. I couldn’t lie.” Jaxon’s eyes pricked. “You killed him because he heard what you really are. You are men, and machines.” He leaned in and whispered furiously. “You are monsters.”


    The statue stared at him unblinkingly.


    “Deputy!” it called.


    Presently, the door opened, and Twohills came in, shaking like a leaf and gray as the rain.


    “Y-y-your holiness?” he stammered.


    “Sheriff Huares has suffered an unfortunate medical emergency and has expired. We are promoting you to take his place until such time as the town might hold a new election for a permanent replacement.”


    Twohills swallowed repeatedly and bobbed his head, putting Jaxon in mind of a turkey. “Th-thank you.”


    “See to Huares’s body. He was a good servant of Pittsburgh. Pass on our condolences to his widow. Assure her that he dwells now in heaven, at the right hand of Jesus Christ, our Lord.”


    “What about him?” said Twohills.


    “A grave matter. The sinner Jaxon has revealed much of disturbing import. There are elements abroad in this area which bring disrepute to the good people of Ohio. These sins upset the balance heaven decrees for the Earth, and must be redressed.”


    What little color remained in Twohill’s face drained clean away.


    “What, what are you going to do?”


    “We require compensation, to the number of twenty. Bring them to the gathering grounds in three months’ time,” said the oracle. “All are to be hale, beautiful, intelligent, and below the age of seventeen. Ten girls and ten boys. Give us your best, and Newtown shall know mercy. Give us your dregs, and we shall smite this place to ashes and sow the ground with salt.”


    “T-twenty? From one town?” he spluttered. “But you already took a dozen back in May! Two tithes in one year, that’s near a whole generation of children!”


    Jaxon felt for him. Twohills had a daughter of exactly that age.


    “Your people have angered the angels of Pittsburgh by allowing the blight of technophilia to grow in your midst. Bring us our tithe, expiate your sin with flesh and blood, or you shall bear witness to suffering undreamed of.”


    “And him?”


    “He must come with me. Prepare him for transport to Pittsburgh. I shall send one of our servants to carry him thence where he will undergo further interrogation.”


    Jaxon’s eyes met Twohills’s, for a fraction of a second, there was a flicker of sympathy in them, then Twohills’s hand went to his gun.


    “Don’t do anything foolish,” he said.


    Jaxon smiled sadly. “I am afraid I already have.”


    * * *


    “Damn trading ground is too quiet this time of year,” said Molo. He spat into the frosted grass. “Who the hell would come out here to freeze their balls off? No one trades in November.”


    Fine snowflakes circled down from above, every twist of the air perturbing them. The broad circle of beaten earth at the camp’s heart was empty. The bone-white wooden skeletons of four tipis skulked near the trees hugging the creek. The cabins of the eastern men were shuttered up.


    “Fucking deserted,” said Molo.


    “Come and help with this, damn horse is acting up again,” said Torrison. Angeheles and he were being dragged back and forth across the hard ground as it tossed its neck. “I want it calm before we eat. Don’t want to be jumping up every two minutes in case it gets loose.”


    The big white snorted and reared, pawing at the air with its hooves. The men thought it was because of the blood. They did not know Parsifal.


    “Dinner’s ready soon,” said Molo. He grabbed at a third lead line dangling from the horse’s bridle and leaned back. “Easy, easy!” he said.


    “They better come,” said Angeheles. “I don’t want to lead this thing back, it’s got murder in its heart.”


    Molo wrestled his lead down and wrapped it round the hitching post. The horse yanked back hard, making it creak. Molo chuckled. “Damn, he’s strong!”


    “He’s still going to get loose,” said Angeheles warily.


    “He won’t, and the Shawnee’ll be here. Jons sent word on to Chiksika, he’ll want a horse like this, you can be sure of it.”


    “I hope he knows what he’s buying. This thing’s going to toss him right off his back.”


    “They got ways, them Indians. They’ll tame him.”


    The horse whickered twice, and calmed snorting noisily, then quietened.


    “There, there! Look! That’s better,” said Molo. “See? He ain’t so bad.” With smiles of relief they smoothed his coat and patted his shuddering neck.


    “Hey, you hear that?” said Angeheles. They were his last words. A pop no louder than the breaking of a twig, and the first bullet shattered his head. Bits of skull flopped outward, a gory flower blooming, and he dropped straight down, sure as if a trapdoor had been opened under him.


    “Shit!” shouted Molo. The knight was advancing on them out of the snow. Molo dived to the floor as another round hissed past his back, his hat falling from his head and rolling free.


    Torrison went for his own pistol. He was proud of that gun, a real revolver, ancient as time and so proscribed the angels would skin him alive just for looking at it. He got it halfway out of its holster. A second round drilled a hole right through his heart. Fifty paces, with a pistol. Molo disregarded resisting as soon as he thought of it and held up his hands. He didn’t get up.


    “You got me, mister!” he said. He was facing the sky and had to blink snow out of his eyes. “I don’t want no trouble.”


    The knight pointed his gun at Molo’s face and thumbed back the hammer. Molo thought of his own gun at his belt, more primitive than Torrison’s, just as forbidden. He looked at the knight’s gleaming six-gun and put up his hands. Jons had taken that weapon to be his own before they’d parted. That meant Jons was dead.


    “You got trouble, more than you can manage. It’s not your fault, not entirely. An angel set you up.”


    Molo grinned nervously. “Ain’t that the strangest thing.”


    “Get away from my horse.” Quinn jerked his gun over. Molo wriggled away. The ground was freezing, the wet of melting frost seeped into his buckskin. “Where’s the other?”


    Molo’s eyes flicked over to their campfire. What was left of the packhorse was roasting on a spit.


    Quinn sighed through his teeth. “You cooked Clemente? Jackass.”


    He put a bullet through Molo’s head. Parsifal snorted. Quinn let his horse nuzzle his hand in greeting as he scanned the environs of the trading ground. “Nobody here,” he said.


    Quinn broke into a cabin, then went through the bandits’ belongings, taking what he deemed useful, and piling up that he did not. As he worked, he caught sight of Molo’s broad-brimmed, black hat on the ground. He plucked it up, bashed the dust off on his thigh and set it on his head.


    “What do you think?”


    Parsifal whickered in reply.


    “Well, I think I’ll keep it.”


    After a moment’s thought, he sat himself down by the fire and ate some of Clemente’s horsemeat.


    When morning came, snow lay thick all about. Low skies promised more. He took the skewbald as his new packhorse and turned the rest loose. Well before the sun reached its apex, Quinn rode out from the camp toward the plains, away from the east and into the west. He finally had what he needed.


    Far away, on the other side of the Great Plains, the Dreaming City of The Forest awaited him.
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