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To—
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    KBER 101

    and that drummer who stole money from me





Chapter One


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

—Sir Joseph Swan, Corollaries of Light and Dark: A Primer for Thanatists



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

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

Fired by email, too, the cowardly bastards.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Crazed Hounds fan, maybe. But how could she have already known I’d been kicked out? I held the stone up against the flickering Iron Horse light. It shone a murky red, with a rune or something etched into one side.

I sighed, shoved the stone into my jeans pocket, and pushed through the door into the Iron Horse. Just inside, I paused, taking in the scent of cracked leather, the rumble of conversation, and the soft glow of homemade candles burning all around—Henry, the owner, dipped them most every evening, and most nights I joined him.

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

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

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

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

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

“Yeah?”

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

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

I shook my head. “He shouldn’t have.”

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

“No argument there.”

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

The unusual quiet made sense now.

“Before you start your shift—”

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

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

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

Being where the greats had played in their early days was probably as close to church as I’d come since I was a kid. Always made me feel a bit reverent.

I shut the door, blocking out the crowd noise. Across from me was the rear-stage entrance covered by a black curtain. Leaning against the wall next to it was the old dreadnought we left here as a spare. To the left, on a low couch with busted springs and covered with band patches, including one from the Hounds, sat a girl, maybe twenty-five. She wore thick-soled boots, a goth-style skirt, and a black corset. Her long, dark hair hung from a head bent over shaking knees.

“First gig?” I asked.

She nodded, head dipping lower.

“You any good?”

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

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

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

“You playing original songs?”

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

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

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

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

For a moment, she seemed to be preparing something snarky to say. But it faded. Maybe because we all bow to the godfathers of metal.

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

“Yeah, that’s us,” I said. Not the right time to tell her I’d gotten the boot.

“I heard your demos when you were coming up through the LA scene. Good stuff. Especially ‘They Always Go Away.’ That song kills.”

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

From the stage, the muted sound of her drummer tuning a snare drum drifted toward us. Her knees started to shake again. “I’m not feeling it.”

I hunkered down next to her the way my dad used to do when he wanted to talk to me about important things. “Your songs,” I said. “Give me your favorite lyric.”

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

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

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Angela DuFresne.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was the old pressure.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His big, steady hands were always a comfort.

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

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

“A little,” I answered.

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

I let out with the first few verses—my father pushing me away, the death of my brother Dan—those hadn’t changed in years. Then I skipped the chorus and hesitantly started the third verse. The one about Mama leaving. About watching from the front-room window as the sound of her car engine faded down the street, the house suddenly becoming so damned quiet.

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

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

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

“Such an important song, Jack,” he added. “Important songs can hurt. But don’t you give up on it.”

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

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

Seeing the guys felt like four divorces all at once. “That’s over now.”

“They give you a reason?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And my music?”

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

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

Henry clapped my back. “Damn straight.”



After Angela had finished her set, Henry and I wandered into the pub. Conversation stopped as friends and regulars turned my way. Word spreads fast in the metal community. And everyone here knew what the Hounds meant to me.

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

“Henry, don’t.”

He kept on.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Chuey waved me in like a conductor, and I belted out the last refrain.

It got righteously loud and terribly out of key, but for the moment, at least, I was able to forget the Hounds, forget my unfinished verse, and enjoy the music with friends. When we reached the end, everyone cheered and settled back into the familiar rhythms of the Iron Horse. Even me, for the most part, and I slid into the classic-metal booth next to Church.

Lady stood up from her barstool, and Chuey jumped down from his bench. They navigated over to Church’s table to join us. Henry grabbed two chairs and set them out for him and Jimmy at the ends of the table.

“Bunch of poncy fools, giving you the sack,” Church began, waving his cigar.

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

Chuey grinned and knocked the table with approval.

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

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

Everyone laughed.

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

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

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

“Wow” was all I could get out. Too long a day to even feel indignant.

“That’s just the half of it,” said Church. “Banner has also convinced the local council to bring a compulsory purchase action against the Iron Horse, citing the economic well-being of the West End.”

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

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

“Never fear,” said Church, “I’ve already petitioned the secretary to declare the Iron Horse a historical site, and I’ve filed for an injunction concerning the rights of unregistered music. I’ll drown them in paperwork.”

Jimmy curled his fingers into a fist and shook it. “Sounds like these Banner folks and the twits in P-Parliament need me to give ’em a bunch of fives.”

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

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



Shortly before two a.m., Angela’s band stopped playing—they’d played their set again, plus a round of covers—and the regulars began shuffling out. Church, Lady, and Chuey sat talking; Jimmy was sweeping at the far end of the bar. An empty quiet settled over the Iron Horse. I hated the quiet.

Then Henry pushed through the kitchen doors. Over his shoulder he carried the little go bag that he took wherever he went. His other hand was filled with homemade candles—he burned candles everywhere.

“Ready to go?” he asked me.

“Ready.”

At the door, he called back, “You’ll lock up?”

“Tight as a drum,” said Church.

Jimmy waved a hand at me. “S-see you tomorrow for our lesson.”

I gave him a thumbs-up.

Then Henry and I stepped out onto Manette Street in the chill London predawn. Across Charing Cross Road, we turned onto Flitcroft Street—really just an alleyway. We passed my place, a converted set of wardrobe rooms beside the load-in dock for the Phoenix Theatre, and continued toward Henry’s flat. He lived on Flitcroft, too, just across Stacey Street in an apartment next to St. Giles in the Fields. I always saw him home after close. And always on this walk, he hummed the Who’s “Behind Blue Eyes” until I joined him, the tune reverberating off the concrete and cobblestone all around us.

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

“Henry?”

“Not so fast as this,” he muttered. “Please, not so fast as this.”

I took a step toward him. “What is it?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





Chapter Two


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

—William Crookes, “Soul States: A Guide to Transience”



A scouring wind coursed over me, so cold it seemed hard. I took a quick breath, opened my eyes, and clawed at the chest of my shirt. No blood. No pain. The sky stretched above me, a deep unending black. Beneath it swept a broad, broken plain of rock and rubble. I wasn’t outside Henry’s door anymore, that was for damn sure.

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

I crawled into a small hollow below the jutting stone and peered out at the rocky plain. What I’d mistaken for rubble were statues of people. Thousands of them, tens of thousands, stretching out as far as I could see. They curled and folded into one another across the vast field of stone, save occasional heads and limbs that twisted up at odd angles.

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

“Fight back,” I cried.

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

Then the wind rushed in at me again, tearing through my little hollow. It seemed to be pushing me toward the flames. I began to lose my grip.

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

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

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

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

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

I stare at the razor.

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

I put the razor down…

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

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



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

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

When I thought I could move, I propped myself up on my elbows and felt something pressing against my leg near my groin—the stone that woman had given me. It was still in my pocket. If you wake up, come find me.

I scrambled to my feet, the ringing in my ears threatening to drop me back down, and stumbled to the door of Henry’s flat. I used the key he’d given me a while back to open the lock, then pushed inside.

“Henry?”

No answer.

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

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

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

I stepped onto the stoop in front of the apartment.

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

I descended the steps down into the alley.

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

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

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

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

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

Ah, hell.

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

“You there!” the man called again.

At Stacey Street, I lost my footing and fell hard on the cobbled road. The man was closing fast.

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

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

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

He was wearing a Roman centurion uniform—full-on plume helmet, metal-scaled torso, studded leather skirt. He looked like something right out of the illustrated version of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. Broad shoulders, thick waist, muscular thighs glistening with sweat in the lamplight. He had a wide, angular face, deep-set eyes, and a close shave.

Even the guy’s considerable shadow seemed odd. Less… substantial than the shadow of the Metro newspaper dispenser next to him. And I could have sworn I saw something moving inside it.

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

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

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

I kept hold of my chunk of concrete. “What are you talking about?”

“You saw it, did you not? The field of stone? The mountain of fire?” He swallowed hard. “You reclaimed your body.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





Chapter Three


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

—Sir Alexander Brown, The Exploitation of Precedent



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

“The gold twine?”

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

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

“Yeah.”

“Then seal my bindings… please.”

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

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

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

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

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

“What the hell are you talking about?”

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

“You think I’m a necromancer?”

“Be cautious how you use that word,” he said. “To some it is a slur.”

“Either way, buddy, I think you must have hit your head pretty damn hard.”

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

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

“I am a vestige,” he said, “a semblance of my former self bound to a corpse, then required to serve my binder. Only thanatists can seal bindings. And only thanatists return from the Meadows. As for finding you, I was actually looking for Mr. Wilkinson, who has a reputation for helping—”

“Did you see us get shot?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“If I can…”

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

He stared firmly back. “No, Jack, I do not.”

“Did you see—”

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

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

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

“Run!” Cassius shouted, the sound shaking me from my trancelike anger.

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

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

I pulled up. I couldn’t let him fight this thing alone, and started back.

The creature had the build of a Rottweiler, but was five feet tall at the withers. Its muscles rippled beneath short, black fur that had split open at its elbows, shoulders, and hocks. Its clawed paws were the size of rack toms. Its fangs as long as my bird finger. Drool seeped from its black lips. Barreling toward us, it growled, baring its yellow, glistening teeth.

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

Cassius stopped moving.

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

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

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

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





Chapter Four


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

—Catalyst Folio



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

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

Chuey stood. “Jack?”

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

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

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

“Something happened,” I said. “Right outside Henry’s flat. I think he was shot. Then I think maybe I got shot. Whatever happened, I blacked out. And when I woke, I ran into a guy dressed like a Roman centurion.” I stopped at the absurdity of what I was saying. My blood still seemed to be on fire, and the whole night kept jumbling in my head.

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

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

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

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

Church and Lady shared a look.

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

Church raised his hands. “Try to calm yourself, Jack.”

“Seriously? I was just almost killed. Or maybe I was killed!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He reached back into the booth for his leather satchel, pulled a fistful of papers out, and riffled them like a deck of cards before shoving them back in and slinging the satchel over his shoulder like a bandolier. I’d never seen a bag filled with documents look so menacing, so weapon-like.

Lady dashed behind the bar and pulled out two cots, which she quickly unfolded and set against the far wall of the pub. Like Church, she slung her bag over her head, then pulled out a police-style baton and snapped it open with a flick of her wrist.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How do you propose we do that?” Chuey asked. “Go to our Zen place?”

“Close,” Lady said. “Happy memories.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Agreed,” said Lady.

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

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

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

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

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

“Later, Jack,” Church said again.

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

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

Chuey whispered, “Anybody else getting a bad Renaissance faire vibe?”

Behind the man and woman, at the edge of the light, a young woman in black, form-fitting clothes—like an athlete might wear—stood half-turned toward Henry’s place, surveying the alley on the other side of Stacey. She had two swords strapped to her back. And past her, two figures walked the alley bent over, as though searching the ground.

“Maybe they’re looking for Henry,” I whispered. “Maybe they can help us.”

Before anyone could answer, loud voices rolled up from farther down Stacey Street. I stepped to the edge of the ward and peered right. Two swordsmen and a woman with a staff were hauling Cassius from behind the dumpsters. His neck and plate were a mess of blood, but he was moving, dragging his sword in one hand.

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

The man with the wild red hair, the woman with the tricornered hat, the spearman, and the searchers from the alley all started toward Cassius.

Lady whispered in my ear, “I assume this is the centurion you bound.”

They will kill me for this, Cassius had said.

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

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

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

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

And I had a plan.

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

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

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

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

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

The three people dragging Cassius spun to face us.

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

“Go!” I shouted.

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

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

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

Church, Lady, and Chuey rushed through behind us, and we all whirled around, ready to meet our pursuers. The alley quickly filled with the swordsmen, the staff woman, the searchers, and the giant spearman. I could see the glow of threaded bindings at their wrists, and tattoos in the shape of an inverted Y at their necks just beneath their left ears. On the asphalt beside them, their shadows lay pale and soft—like Cassius’s.

They congregated a step beyond the barrier and stared at us. I still thought they would charge us—I’d only seen the barrier work on the beast—but instead they parted, giving way to the hat-wearing woman and the man with bushy red hair. These two stood there, still holding their lanterns and violin bows.

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





Chapter Five


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

—Seamster guidebook



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The woman smiled. “We’re investigating the events of the evening. Perhaps you’d like to join us, offer what help you can?”

No one moved or spoke.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I grew up around guns. And Dad took me to the range most Saturdays.”

Chuey came over and poked my sternum. “I think you’re in shock, man. Or you hit your head when you fell. There’s a little blood, but you’re clean, bro.”

“I felt that ghost-faced mother shoot me right here.” I tapped my chest.

“You’ll begin to understand it all better, Jack, if you first trust what you can see.” Lady nodded at the floor, then continued her suturing.

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

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

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

I pointed at Lady’s shadow. “You’re a…”

Lady rolled her eyes sidelong toward Chuey.

“Chuey and I don’t have secrets,” I told her.

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

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

“Just so,” said Church.

“What’s a thanatist?” Chuey asked.

“Like a necromancer,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re right,” I said. “And you do look the same… but also different.”

“It’s called the Enigma Covenant,” said Church. He held out one hand and used the other to trace some gilded stitching just inside his shirt cuff. I could see a faint glow inside them, like Cassius’s bindings.

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

I studied the design of it. “Cassius has a symbol like this in his threads, too.”

“Most vestiges do.” Church called over to Chuey. “Chuey, what do you see when you look at Lady’s patient?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Lady smiled. “The patterns are the unique expressions of who we are. And the spots are wounds of the heart—some given, some received.”

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

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

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

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

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

I turned to Church. “What about you?”

“Oh, heavens,” the big man said, casting a hand over his bald head, “in most of my lives, I was a glorified clerk—once in Parliament and, of late, looking after Henry’s affairs. Suits my sense of propriety. This was after my time in the British Expeditionary Force at Verdun and the Somme.”

The Parliament thing made sense. Church’s words always had a kind of weight to them. Felt damned good hearing them used on your behalf, which he’d done for me more than once.

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

Church chuckled. “With some thanaturgic folk, there is no substitute for hard-copy documentation regarding rights and ownership. I like to be prepared.”

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

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

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

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

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

“No, man. Metal,” Chuey repeated. “It means awesome.”

“Metal means awesome?” the centurion asked.

I half smiled. “Like admirable. Noteworthy.”

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

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

“So, I really am alive?” I asked.

“Very much so,” said Church. “You’re simply… more than you were before.”

I’d read about people dying and coming back. But this whole second world? “This is insane. I’ve known you both for almost five years. Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“Not our place,” said Church.

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

Cassius gently took Lady’s wrist in his massive hand and traced her gold-threaded bracelet with his finger. “For much the same reason I suspect you and Mr. Church first came to Mr. Wilkinson—to serve a kinder master.” There was obviously more to Cassius’s story, but neither Lady nor Church pressed him on it. “I do regret the timing of it, though. If only I had come a minute earlier…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I held up my hand to stop them, clenching my eyes shut against this dizzying new reality and the hot adrenaline still surging through me. “Are you telling me that if I go down these steps, I can actually travel into the past?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I can’t be sure,” said Church.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“To hasten its collapse,” Lady said. “Henry is the ward’s steward. Removing him makes it more vulnerable to attack.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

It would feel good to finally go home.

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

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

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