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FOREWORD 
 

I started writing The Interloper when I was sixteen, in the summer of 1998. It was the 
escape from reality that I so desperately sought, built upon the tumult of adolescent emotions.  

A lot happens to a person in twenty years. I took forwards steps and backwards stumbles, 
but no matter what happened in the external world, The Interloper did not leave me; it would 
not. 

In 1998, I dreamed that I sat upon white sand and stared out at a shimmering, 
otherworldly sea. In that dream I made a promise to my characters that I would finish their 
story. At the time, I did not fully comprehend the weight of this promise. 

Years passed and the story lay dormant in the jungle of my imagination like some 
gigantic boulder, immovable except by miracle or magic. I could have left it, gathering moss 
and vines about itself and, eventually, perhaps, I would have forgotten it had ever existed. 
The promises we make ourselves sometimes do more harm than good.  

But the boulder preoccupied me. I raged against the unmoving stone and tried to shatter 
it to pieces. The boulder would not break, or budge, and still… The Interloper would not 
leave me.  

Now it is the year 2021 and I have finished what I started. 

This story is based on original draft written when I was sixteen and so it still contains all 
those seams of adolescent rage. Woven amongst them, I hope, are threads of the man I have 
become.  

The ending of this story may prove unsatisfactory. This story is merely the beginning of 
something that was intended to be part of a much larger epic. That story I still know, but I 
don’t know if I will ever tell it. Perhaps more importantly: I have not made any promises to 
my characters in that regard.  

For me, all any of this means is that that I shifted the boulder. A long time ago I learned 
that anything can be moved if you have a long enough lever: in this case, the lever needed to 
be twenty years long. 

 

 

 

Michael Scott Hand 

17th September, 2021 
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There is a place not far from here, 

In fact you’ll find it’s rather near, 

Strip away the reality you see, 

And you’ll see the reality that belongs to me. 
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PROLOGUE 
 

It rained in both worlds on the night Scott Dyson became the Interloper. 

The clouds above the city writhed and struck at each other like duelling serpents. Then 
came a thunderclap, borne by the impact of colliding worlds, and Scott Dyson—not yet the 
Interloper—was awake. 

Lightning flashed through the arched bedroom windows with a hideous intensity, 
burning the shapes of the garden beyond onto the back of his eyes. He touched the bed, but 
his hand found only the gentle indentations she had left; lingering warmth, already fading. 

Something shattered. Scott lurched out of bed and dressed quickly. He squashed his feet 
into sneakers, but didn’t stop to tie the laces. He pulled a jacket across his shoulders and 
shouted her name into the darkness: 

“Jocelyn?” 

Scott moved into the corridor. At that moment it felt like nothing existed except for the 
corridor and the storm. Rain struck the roof like hoof beats: pounding, pounding, thundering. 
He saw a glass vase smashed on the floor, darkness pooling. Lightning flashed again, 
illuminating the front door. It was open and swinging. Rain sluiced in, wetting the carpet. 

Scott went to the door and looked out onto the street; the storm howled back at him. He 
lingered there, as though some invisible membrane prevented him from stepping through. Or 
perhaps he simply needed a moment longer to summon the courage that one, small step, 
required. 

The door slammed closed behind him and there was no going back. The iron gate 
between the hedges was open and screeching in the wind. Beyond the gate, the street had 
been dismantled and rearranged so that he could only follow in one direction. Rubbish bins 
had been overturned and cars tipped onto their sides. Trees were upended from the earth, 
branches hopelessly tangled and bound again by electrical cables that crackled and thrashed. 

Fragments of paper whipped around Scott’s ankles; detrius of memory.  

It was as though Jocelyn had exerted some magnetic force on reality as she’d passed, and 
now, Scott was drawn along in her wake. He treaded through puddles, noticing that the wind 
carried an unlikely mixture of scents—dirt and sulphur and extravagant flowers, half-rotted. 
The storm pushed back at him and his clothes grew heavy as he was drenched with rain. 

Scott “Billy” Dyson—still not yet the Interloper—kept walking. 

 

Houses gave way to empty lots and white picket fences transformed to chain-link. The 
wind prodded Scott like the fingers of a witch; like an unkind drama teacher forcing him onto 
the stage before he had memorised his lines. Against a horizon lit by lightning flashes, Scott 
glimpsed the shapes of neglected warehouses: hulking geometries of shadow. 
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Then he was among them, grasping corrugated metal and trying to catch his breath. He 
had so far believed himself to be in a dream; but now—as he gasped and spluttered and the 
rain continued to assail him, he finally realised he was awake.  

Thunder rumbled and Scott blinked through the rain. There she was: briefly illuminated 
by a flickering light. A man in a dark suit was dragging her away, his hand entwined in her 
long brown hair. 

Rain encircled Scott as he ran. It struck at him from above and rebounded from the 
asphalt so that it felt as though he was moving through a churning tunnel of it. Thunder 
crashed with every footstep. Scott was the storm. It surged through him. 

Pain flared like lightning in Scott’s ankle and he stumbled over his untied shoelaces. He 
went sprawling to the ground, grazing his palms and twisting his ankle awkwardly beneath 
him. 

Scott’s howl was snatched up by the wind and disinterestedly discarded. He hunched 
over and sobbed, tears mingling with the wetness of the rain until he could no longer tell 
which was which. 

And the man who would yet become the Interloper could not tell where he ended and the 
storm began. In some ways he felt exquisitely aware of the solid ground beneath him; yet he 
also felt as though he were free-falling into some unknown darkness—a black hole of despair 
from which he would never escape. 

And then: a sudden feeling of lightness as an unseen hand lifted him out of the storm and 
deposited him onto cold, dry concrete. Slowly, he opened his eyes. 

He was inside one of the warehouses. Wooden crates were stacked on pallets at every 
side, forming a maze of boxes and shadows. Above the boxes, metal catwalks crossed back 
and forth between the walls and fluorescent lights dangled from the metal crossbeams that 
supported the high, arched roof.  

Scott groaned as the pain in his ankle returned. He wiped his hands on the concrete, 
leaving wet hand prints. He used one of the wooden crates to drag himself upright. Water 
dripped from his hair and clothes, pooling beneath him.  

The sliding warehouse door, on a metal runner, was open a few inches—beyond it, the 
storm still raged. Something about that sliver of reality seemed far away.  Scott studied the 
wooden crates. Beneath the eerie iridescence of the warehouse lights he felt as though he was 
being watched. 

He could barely remember the journey that had brought him here. The memory of 
waking in an empty bed seemed hazy and indistinct. He was dimly aware that he was afraid, 
but his fear was smothered by several layers of more obvious discomfort. Still the fear 
remained, like a pea beneath a hundred mattresses. 

Scott held onto one of the wooden crates and did not move. As he senses sharpened he 
noticed a strangely compelling smell—a nauseating sweetness. He began shuffling through 
the warehouse, moving from crate to crate in order to keep the weight off his ankle. 
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One of the boxes was broken open, wood splintered untidily as though something had 
burst free from it. Scott looked inside, but it was empty. The unusual smell was stronger now. 
Scott passed two more boxes before he finally discovered the source: a mutilated body laying 
in a pool of congealed gore. 

Scott stumbled backwards, slipping on the floor. A bolt of pain arced through his ankle 
and he bit down hard on his bottom lip to keep from crying out. A muffled whimper still 
escaped. 

He pinched his fingers over his nose and peered around the crate. The victim was 
wearing a security uniform—still clinging to his flesh, pasted down with blood and snagged 
on protruding bone. Savage gashes had stripped the guard apart layer by layer, but his face 
was untouched. Dead eyes stared up at the ceiling, his jaw hung open in an expression of 
eternal disbelief. 

A line of blood had trickled down the man’s chin and pooled at his neck. His right arm 
had been crushed, but his left was still attached by strips of muscle and ligament. Gripped in 
the guard’s pale, fleshy palm was a gun: a shiny black revolver that Scott suddenly wanted 
very badly. 

Scott shuffled towards the body, moving slowly so that he did not slip. His sneakers 
stuck and squelched, laces trailing through the blood. He focused his vision on the gun and 
attempting to close out everything else. His stomach lurched as he came close enough to grip 
the gun by the barrel. He twisted and shook the weapon, but it would not come free. 

As each moment passed Scott became more sure that the security guard was going to 
wake up, dead eyes bulging to fix him with an accusatory glare. Scott’s heart pounded in 
rhythm with the rain; it seemed so distant now—a world away. 

Behind him: something growled. 

Scott’s knees dropped to the floor. He wrapped both hands around the gun and pulled. 
The weapon came loose with a sickening pop and the guard’s fingers twisted at an unnatural 
angle. The revolver tumbled into Scott’s hands.  

It was heavier than he expected and he almost fumbled it. He wrapped his own finger 
around the trigger and tried not to think about the fact that it hadn’t helped the man 
dismembered on the floor. 

This is it, said a voice in Scott’s head, this is when everything changes.  

Scott scuttled away from the body, leaving red smears on the concrete. He leaned against 
a stack of crates and raised the gun like he’d seen people do in movies. Nothing moved. 
There was no sound. And then—without warning—it came at him. 

Dog, hyena, wolf, man; all of these words failed to accurately describe the thing. It was 
some chimeric nightmare, some hybrid of all of those things and others, things that Scott had 
never seen before—things that could not possibly exist. 

The beast wore dark, shaggy fur. It’s wedge-shaped head was filled with teeth and its 
eyes were the size of saucers, burning with yellow fire. Ropes of saliva hung from the jaws of 
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the beast as its mouth struggled to shape a single word, a word that Scott did not understand 
for he was still not that of which the demon spoke: Interloper. 

Revulsion washed over Scott—peculiarly triggered by the fact that the creature had 
attempted to speak—and he remembered the weight in his hands. He jammed the gun into the 
stomach of the creature and drew back on the trigger. 

The gunshot was muffled by the belly of the beast. The creature sprawled backwards, 
screaming and howling. Its claws clicked against the concrete as it turned in a slow circle and 
stopped to stare at Scott with those hideous fist-sized eyes.  

Scott made his move towards a metal staircase that lead to the catwalks above. The 
creature loped after him, blood spilling from its stomach and hissing where it struck the 
ground. Scott began dragging himself up the stairs, feeling them shake as the monster 
headbutted them.  

The climb stripped the skin from Scott’s knuckles. At the top of the stairs he fell back 
against the corrugated metal wall and raised the gun. The creature followed, enormous head 
rising slowly above the final step, belching fetid gas. Earlier, Scott’s mind had attempted to 
describe the creature in terms of things that he understood, but those comparisons were no 
longer relevant: it was clear the beast was no mixture of earthly things, but a demon spawned 
from Hell. 

Again, Scott pulled the trigger. The shot rang out across the warehouse and the beast fell. 

Scott remained against the wall for some time: shaking, eyes glazed over. Sanity slipped 
wetly through his fingers. He rolled and leant against the railing, retching, but he was not 
sick. The railing groaned and for a moment he expected it to fall away and send him tumbling 
into the jaws of the creature below. But the demon creature was gone—or seemed to be. 
Smears of blood and water and Scott’s own hand-prints decorated the concrete below like 
some hideous arcane sigil. 

Again, Scott was alone and nothing else seemed to exist beyond this strange nightmare; 
nothing except for Scott and the warehouse and the unholy storm that raged beyond these 
green metal walls. 

The lights flickered and again Scott began to question how much of this was real. The 
gun in his hands felt solid enough and there was a lingering smell that Scott assumed to be 
gunpowder—or… was it wildflowers? 

Scott Dyson—still not yet the Interloper—drew his knees up against his chest and rocked 
back and forth. His entire body trembled. He couldn’t tell if he felt hot or cold. Blood surged 
through his veins; every nerve was alight with expectation. 

Then came the sound of applause, barely audible at first above the din of the rain. The 
sound caused the hairs on the back of Scott’s neck to stand on end. Shakily he rose to his feet 
and struggled to lift the gun. 

“I have a gun,” Scott said and abruptly the clapping ceased. 

“I have a gun,” he repeated. His voice echoed back at him weirdly from the curved, 
undulating walls. He sounded afraid. 
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“I’m well aware you have a gun, Mister Dyson,” a voice replied. The accent was mild, 
impossible to place. At the far end of the walkway a figure stepped forward: a tall, broad-
shouldered man in an immacuate suit. He radiated beauty, but also darkness; he was the Void 
given life. 

“You…” 

“Yes, it is me, as you so vehemently concur,” the man smiled and not unkindly. His was 
a searing, aggressive beauty not intended for mortal eyes. Shadows lingered around his 
shoulders like wings. 

“You’re not real,” Scott rasped. The gun felt incredibly heavy in his hands; like an 
anchor attempting to tether him to reality. 

The man ignored him and said: “I believe Jocelyn is around here… somewhere.” 

“Shut up!” Scott yelled. Then, desperately: “Where?” 

The man spread his palms in mock surrender and the shadows that hung across his 
shoulders grew darker. He stepped forward. 

“If you come one step closer, I’ll shoot you,” Scott’s face was pained. 

The man took another step and Scott pulled the trigger. 

The pop of the revolver stripped away the fugue that had lingered over Scott’s mind like 
the wet clothes that clung to his body. Jocelyn was standing where the man in the suit had 
been. 

“Scott?” she cowered, drenched in rain, white nightgown clinging to her body. The bullet 
shattered her skull like porcelain and sent a vast, bloody smear against the green wall. 

A peal of thunder exploded across the city, shaking the warehouse and bringing Scott to 
his knees. Jocelyn crumpled to the catwalk and Scott screamed loudly enough to rival the 
thunder in its ferocity. 

The gun had fused with his hand; he could not let it go. He clambered towards her and 
metal creaked beneath him. The catwalk gave way and Scott lurched sideways, toppling over 
the railing. 

He did not hit the ground as hard as he had hoped. Laying on his back he gasped and 
sobbed. The man in the suit stood over him, looking down at him with eyes like fire. Blood 
dribbled through the grille holes in the catwalk. 

“I hate you…” gasped Scott at the shadow in his vision where the man stood.  

“No,” said the man matter-of-factly. “You hate yourself.” 

And he was right, of course. Remembering the gun still clenched tightly in his fist, Scott 
saw a chance at escape. He pressed the weapon against his throat. 

“I can help you, Mister Dyson,” the man told him. “I can take away your pain.”  

Scott’s eyes rolled back in their sockets. His mind plunged into his own personal 
purgatory, free from pleasure and pain. Since he had awoken, reality had been folding in on 
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itself, coiling itself in knots like a mad snake. It no longer resembled the world he had 
known: he had nothing left to lose.  

“One word is all I need,” said the man. “One word spoken of your own free will...” 

“Yes,” said Scott. 

A sickening sea of colours engulfed him, a psychedelic rainbow of his every memory 
and emotion. The babbling voices of insanity swept over him, smothering his psyche, 
clutching it and tearing it to pieces. At the very edge of his consciousness Scott was aware—
this time with certainty—of the rising scent of wildflowers. 

Outside, the rain stopped. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

Scott felt like he was rising and falling, screaming and silent, both unable to draw breath 
and gasping in great, irregular heaves. His eyes snapped open. Above him swirled a bustling, 
relentless canopy of leaves. Some of them tumbled down towards him from a seemingly 
impossible height. He could hear running water, like glass shattering without end.  

There was another noise—the sound of branches snapping underfoot as somebody 
approached. He tried to speak, but could only croak. 

“Here,” she said.  “Drink this.” 

Water touched his tongue and his vision sharpened. He found himself staring up into pair 
of eyes blue enough to make rivals of both the skies and the oceans. She narrowed those too-
blue eyes and pursed her lips in consideration. A strand of long, dark hair uncoiled across her 
face. 

Questions floated to the surface of Scott’s mind like dead fish. Where am I? And 
another, more troubling… 

“Who are you?” the girl asked. 

Scott could not answer. He closed his eyes and was assailed by the sensation of wind and 
rain, a maelstrom of wetness and a sudden bolt of pain—there was unbearable sadness buried 
deep within him. He turned away from it. 

The girl watched as he was violently ill. His entire body shook. She placed a hand upon 
his shoulder and waited a while before she asked: “Are you okay?” 

Scott turned away from her and wiped his face with the sleeve of his jacket. He blinked 
back tears and the forest became clearer. Beside him, a creek bubbled and foamed across a 
cascade of pebbles worn smooth. Trees rose on both sides of the creek to blot out the sky. 
Broad beams of sunlight pierced the forest canopy like lances into the belly of a dragon. 
Wildflowers—pink and orange and purple and blue—clustered together between the roots 
and amongst the branches of the trees, draping the forest with colourful curtains and heady, 
intoxicating smells. 

Scott shifted so that he was sitting within a beam of sunlight and the warmth made his 
skin tingle. “I’m okay,” he said and then repeated himself with at least twice as much 
certainty. 

The girl looked doubtful. Her dress was made of crushed red velvet and resembled an 
evening gown that had been repeatedly dissassembled and put back together; torn and 
repaired. Patches and pockets covered the dress, and each fold seemed to contain a different 
object—flasks and flint and other things which Scott assumed to be similarly useful, even if 
he could not immediately deduce their purpose.  

“Can you walk?” she asked and Scott nodded. But when he tried to stand he fell back to 
the ground and was sick again.  
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“Everything is… sideways,” he spluttered between gasps. He dug his fingers into the 
damp floor of the forest, raking them through dead leaves and squirming things and tried to 
reorient himself.  

The girl tugged at the hem of his jeans and revealed his swollen right ankle. She lightly 
touched her fingertips to the swelling and Scott screamed. Deep in the forest the birds heard 
the sound as a warning and took flight. 

“What are you doing?” Scott said through gritted teeth. 

“It’s sprained,” the girl said, then stood and walked away. As she disappeared behind a 
dense copse of trees Scott suddenly felt very alone in the strange forest and called after her: 

“Hey!” he shouted. “Come back!” 

With no small effort Scott struggled to his feet and took a few shuffling steps before his 
ankle gave way and he crumpled to his knees. There he remained, groaning amongst the 
fallen leaves. 

The girl returned a few moments later holding a gnarled—but sturdy—tree branch. She 
tested the height against him by eye and tossed the branch down onto the leaves. Then she 
crouched down beside him and removed a bunch of waxy green leaves from one of her many 
pockets. 

She ground the leaves down between two stones. When the leaves began to cling 
together she added a sprinkle of water from the stream.  

“This will help,” she told him as she began applying the green goop to Scott’s ankle. 
From another pocket she removed a strip of red fabric that had, no doubt, once been part of 
her dress. She bound Scott’s ankle with it. The salve was already dulling the pain. “At least 
until we make it back to camp.” 

“Thank you,” said Scott. Leaning on the stick he cautiously used it as an aid to rise to his 
feet. Then, once standing, he said: “Camp? Isn’t there… somewhere else you could take 
me?” 

The girl was staring at him intently now. Curiously. “Somewhere… else?” she said. 

Scott felt a multitude of words dance on the tip of his tongue, but each sounded 
nonsensical. He could not form the explanation that he was looking for. For a few moments 
he stared into the distance and listened to the birds. “I don’t know,” he admitted at last. 

“If you can walk: follow me,” she said. “Tell me if I am going too fast.” 

 

At every step the forest contrived to send Scott to his knees. In some places the trees 
grew so closely together that their branches entwined to form impenetrable walls. There were 
also stones and rabbit burrows and exposed tree roots that protruded in devilish shapes that 
could only have been intended to snag the feet of unwary travellers. 

Despite its apparent hostility, Scott could not help but marvel at the way in which the 
forest unfurled around them as they walked. There were no paths or signs of human 
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habitation. In places the ground was sodden and squelched as they stepped through the thick 
blanket of leaves. The forest spread out in every direction, plants twisting around and through 
each other such that none remained untouched by another—all were inexorably locked 
together by the soil and the vines and the branches.  

It formed a symphony composed of unlikely notes of shape and scent: a maddening, 
overgrown masterpiece. And although he had no memory of how he had come to be here, 
Scott felt that he had never seen anything so grand. 

Orange and red flowers clung to a curtain of hanging vines. Mushrooms clustered 
between the grooves of the bark on thick-trunked, ancient trees. Small living shadows darted 
away before they could be seen, seeking refuge amongst the tree hollows. High above, 
unseen birds shrieked and sang as they flew between the branches. 

 

Scott did not know how long he followed the girl through the forest. It might have been 
centuries—it felt like two decades at least. And then a voice assailed them, speaking a word 
at once familiar and yet seemingly out of place: 

“Blasphemy!” 

Scott cowered. The girl glanced back at him and said: “That’s my name.” 

The voice emerged from the bushes. A man: tall, pale skinned, impossibly handsome. 
Black hair grew to his shoulders. His heavy, angular jaw was dark with perpetual stubble. 
There was an impression of severity about his features and an effortless air of heroism in the 
way that he stood, wrapped in a burgundy trenchcoat, slightly stooped as though trying to not 
seem as tall as he was. He was beautiful: except for his eyes, which were blank, vacant 
things. His name was Kuluck. 

“Tell me,” Kuluck said to Blasphemy. “What have you dragged in this time?” 

“The creek was overflowing after last night’s rain,” said Blasphemy. “I found him there. 
He’s injured and… confused.” 

Kuluck smiled and Scott discerned something threatening in the sharpness of his teeth. 
Or maybe it was those eyes that nevertheless gave the impression that Kuluck was watching, 
even if he could not see. 

“He came down in the last shower then,” Kuluck said. “Does the Interloper have a 
name?” And with that simple question, gave him one. 

“If he does, he doesn’t know it,” said Blasphemy. 

Kuluck nodded. Then, to the Interloper, he said: “You are in pain.” 

“You can tell?” Scott winced. He was stooped now, barely able to maintain his grip on 
the walking stick. His ankle throbbed and that pain had been joined by a dozen other 
complaints. The forest had taken its toll on him with numerous nicks and scratches. His 
muscles ached. 
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“I heard you scream,” said Kuluck and there was that vaguely threatening smile again, 
barely a twitch of the lip. “Come. Rest. We can talk while Blasphemy… works her magic.” 

Blasphemy scowled at Kuluck as she helped Scott between the trees and into the camp, 
which was little more than a campfire burning low within a circle of stones.  

Kuluck stood away from the fire while Blasphemy added some logs to it. The Interloper 
sagged to the ground, exhausted. The pain in his ankle was a steady pulse that travelled up his 
leg and settled in his hips. He groaned. 

From one of her many pockets, Blasphemy took out another bundle of leaves. Once 
again she began to work them into a salve. Scott leaned on one elbow and asked her what the 
plant was called. 

“Chara,” she said. “Or sometimes… hero leaf. It has many useful properties.”  

“Unfortunately it cannot restore my eyesight,” said Kuluck. 

Blasphemy smiled at some joke the Interloper did not understand. “Don’t be fooled, 
Interloper: Kuluck might be blind but he can see just as well as we can,” she said. “Although, 
perhaps, not in the same way.” 

A chill cut through Scott, but he could not say why. 

“Don’t be scared, Interloper,” said Kuluck, his nostrils were twitching. 

“I’m not scared, I…” the Interloper realised that he was lying. “How do you know?” 

“Humans emit a variety of odours. Fear is one of the more obvious.” 

“Humans…” Scott turned the word over in his mouth. Blasphemy was stoking the fire 
now and placing some of the crushed leaves into a tin, along with some water. She rested the 
cup alongside the flames and the heady, comforting smell of chara began to fill the clearing. 
The smell was somehow both calming and somehow served to sharpen Scott’s senses. 

“I am Upir,” said Kuluck. Something in the way that he said the words made them sound 
like an admission of guilt. He did not seem proud of what he was. The Interloper still felt 
afraid, though he did not recognise the word.  

“Here,” Blasphemy handed Scott a small cup—made from the shell of a tree nut—into 
which she had decanted a small amount of the warm liquid. “Sip it. Slowly.” 

Distracted, Scott blew on the liquid. Steam wafted from the surface of the cup.  He took 
a sip and found that it helped with the pain in his ankle much more quickly than he expected, 
though the bitterness of the tea made him grimace.  

“There is another word,” said Blasphemy. “An old word… vampire.” 

That word sent images flashing through Scott’s mind like a rapidly spinning film reel—
stone and fangs and blood. So much blood, pouring from above and striking the ground like 
raindrops. It was her blood, but Scott could not remember who she was; or why to think of 
her caused him so much pain. 
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The musty emptiness of death overwhelmed him. Unconsciously he sought out the stick. 
Loss and loneliness struck him like a fist in his gut. And yet, impossibly, he also felt certain 
that this was exactly where he was supposed to be. 

“You are right to fear upir, Interloper,” said Kuluck. “But you have nothing to fear from 
me.” 

Blasphemy rested her hand on the walking stick and Scott allowed her to take it from 
him. She gave him a small, rough blanket to wrap himself in and told him to rest. He 
chuckled to himself and drained the rest of the chara. He didn’t know what was funny. 

Despite Blasphemy’s insistence that it was safe for him to go to sleep, Scott resolved to 
stay awake. He stared deep into the dancing flames of the campfire and the diminishing circle 
of light that closed in around it. The forest made even stranger noises in the night and the 
trees seemed to rearrange their positions each time the Interloper closed his eyes until the fire 
was no longer bright enough to illuminate them. And then, at last, with the fire dwindling to 
little more than embers, Scott Dyson—at last, the Interloper—fell into a deep and dreamless 
sleep. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

The Interloper awoke what felt like moments later, clutching the blanket and gasping. 
His clothes were stuck his skin with perspiration, but as he stretched out a gentle breeze 
coiled in between the trees and turned his sweat to ice. He shivered. 

“Come closer to the fire,” said Blasphemy. Strange smells arose from a pot in which she 
was preparing a foul-smelling broth made from plant roots and mushrooms and nuts. 

“Where’s..?” 

“He’s hunting,” she said and carefully hooked the pot away from the fire with a sturdy 
tree-branch. She placed it between them and decanted the mixture into two small bowls. It 
was a think, lumpish brew—dubious in colour. Scott snatched it up and took a sip, burning 
his lips. 

“How does he..?” 

“What Kuluck cannot see he can sense,” said Blasphemy. “Movements, smells—” 

“Heartbeats,” Kuluck interrupted as he appeared at the edge of the clearing. He held two 
rabbits, both limp. “Even now I can hear your hearts, beating in unison.” 

The Interloper didn’t know if he was more unsettled by Kuluck’s words or by the the 
dead rabbits; their eyes reminded him of Kuluck’s—blank and unseeing—perhaps cognizant 
of things that the living were not.  

Kuluck passed the rabbits to Blasphemy who went away to prepare them. Kuluck 
remained at the edge of the clearing, standing perfectly still. A leather scabbard, dyed dark-
red hung at his waist. The scabbard was curved, revealing the blade within must be shaped 
almost like a farmer’s sickle. A clasp with a single bronze button, secured the weapon. 

Gradually, the sun resolved itself into such a position that light streamed into the clearing 
and fell upon Kuluck’s face. Where the light touched the vampire’s skin it appeared ancient 
and grey, like worn stone. For a moment the Interloper expected Kuluck to burst into flames, 
although his comprehension of this thought was itself vague—some truth half-remembered 
from a nursery rhyme. 

“I made a pact with the sun, Interloper,” said Kuluck. “I gave my eyes for my life. I do 
not regret it.” 

Blasphemy returned soon after with the butchered rabbits and set them atop the fire. The 
smell of roasting meat quickly made the broth seem unbearable and Scott surreptitiously 
emptied his bowl into the long grass at the edge of the clearing. 

They did not speak while the rabbit was cooking and even less when it was done. The 
meat was tastier than Scott expected, despite the small, sharp bones that he constantly paused 
to pluck from between his teeth. The vampire stood away from them while they ate, 
something melancholy about his expression.  

Afterwards, the Interloper reclined on one elbow and thanked his companions for the 
meal. His mind was beginning to fill with questions; like bubbles they collided into one 
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another, each seeming more important than the last. Scott did not even know where to begin. 
Then Blasphemy rolled up the hem of his jeans and touched her fingers to his ankle and the 
only thing he knew was pain as a lancing, white-hot bolt burst every other thought to pieces. 

Blasphemy removed the bandage and reapplied some of the salve. Then she rebound the 
ankle more tightly than before and asked if he was able to stand. Scott nodded, though he was 
not entirely sure. 

Rapidly she set about gathering together the implements she had used to treat his ankle 
and prepare the food. She placed small cups and bowls together inside of the cooking pot and 
placed the pot into a small hessian sack. Most everything else went inside Scott’s blanket, 
which she bound into a sack strung tightly with string she had woven from forest vines.   

“Where are we going?” the Interloper asked. “Is it far?” 

“Try to keep up, Interloper,” said Kuluck with a grin. 

Scott made it to his feet and leaned on his walking stick. He exhaled through gritted teeth 
and tried to ignore the pain. 

“We’ve wasted too much time,” Kuluck told him. “We must stay ahead of the storm.”  

 

After the first few steps the Interloper felt less pain in his ankle than he had been 
expecting, though he continued to expend at least half of his effort trying to prevent his 
injured ankle from ever touching the ground. After a while his arm began to ache from 
leaning on the walking stick and a loud groan escaped his lips. Blasphemy took out a small 
pouch of chara leaves and handed him one. She told him to chew on it and it eased the pain, 
but only a little. 

Blasphemy and Kuluck moved through the forest in perfect unison. Blasphemy would 
sometimes warn the vampire about overhanging branches or other obstacles that might get in 
his way, but these little affectations seemed to have more to do with her fondness for Kuluck 
than out of any real necessity to protect him. Despite his blindness, Kuluck flitted through the 
forest with alien grace. 

The forest sloped upwards. The Interloper grimaced and struggled to keep up. In places 
they were forced to scramble up walls of dark, leaning rock. Sudden dips in the forest formed 
trenches packed with ferns that they needed to drop into and climb back out of in order to 
keep moving. When they reached a wall of seemingly impassable vines the Interloper 
welcomed the reprieve. 

Blasphemy rested her hand on his shoulder and he shrugged it away. 

“I’m okay,” he said, although his face looked deathly pale. A moment later he was on all 
fours, crawling away into the bushes in order to be sick, his walking stick laying on the forest 
floor where he had dropped it. 

He emerged a few moments later, eyes twitching, body trembling. Only now was he 
beginning to sense the urgency in his companions movements, a constant tension in their 
desire to keep moving against the tide of a forest that seemed intent on holding them back.  
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Blasphemy regarded the Interloper and there was something about the way her eyes 
sparkled that made him feel even better than the bitterness of the chara that lingered on his 
tongue. 

 

At the wall of vines, Kuluck unsheathed the curved blade from its scabbard. The blade 
was forged from dark metal; blood steel, and even the forest was forced to yield to Kuluck’s 
swings. 

We must stay ahead of the storm, Kuluck had said, and at first Scott had believed he had 
been referring only to the weather. But judging by the intensity of Kuluck’s swings as he 
hacked a way through the forest, it was becoming increasingly clear that his companions 
were fleeing from something of which they were very afraid. 

Kuluck pressed forward, hewing a path. Blasphemy tied back her hair so that it would 
not tangle so easily in the branches and entered into the thicket. Scott attempted to follow but 
only made it a few steps before he fell. 

 

Scott awoke a short time later to find himself slung unceremoniously across the 
vampire’s back. From this vantage point he noticed just how smoothly Kuluck conveyed him 
through the forest—seldom did branches even brush against him, although they struck out at 
all angles.  

“Blasphemy’s right,” said the Interloper. “You see better than I do.” 

“She usually is,”  said Kuluck, startling the Interloper. “I can see blood,” he said. “Your 
heart beats crimson in my mind’s eye. I can sense your veins and your arteries. I can feel your 
blood vessels expanding and contracting. I know when you have bruises and swelling and 
could tell at once if you had any serious internal injuries.” 

The Interloper wriggled, suddenly—excrutiatingly—aware that he was at the mercy of 
this strange creature. Did Kuluck see him as prey? Even as he squirmed Kuluck ducked a 
low-hanging tree branch. “I can sense wood, for it is deadly to my kind,” Kuluck said. 

“It can be deadly to us as well,” said Scott, grimacing at the thought of being impaled on 
one of the jutting tree branches. 

“Wood injures upir in ways that most metals will not,” Kuluck went on. “A single 
wooden splinter is enough to kill all but the most ancient upir. The scholars in Shadrath have 
long debated the reason.” 

“Shadrath?” 

“Where the vampires live beneath an endless night,” said Blasphemy matter-of-factly. 
And then: “Stop here and set him down. We will rest here.” 

Scott was thankful to have his feet back on the ground. Blasphemy handed him back his 
walking stick and he leaned on it to take some of the weight off of his injured ankle. “He can 
also hear better than us,” Blasphemy told the Interloper. “The way the wind moves between 
the branches, the way it wraps around the shapes of things.” 
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Scott lowered himself to the ground and watched as Blasphemy lit a fire. Once the 
flames were flickering she tended to Scott’s ankle—loosening the bandage caused the pain to 
change to a dull throb. He groaned and Blasphemy began unbundling the utensils in order to 
brew some chara. 

 

Kuluck left them and went out into the approaching darkness. He sought sustenance and 
not only for his human companions. The upir required the blood of the living in order to keep 
his senses sharp and his body functioning. 

But the forest grew emptier with each passing day. Most of the animals had already 
fled—but when? Had it been as the gates of Shadrath rumbled open for the first time in 
centuries, and the armies of upir spilled out across the Wastes? 

No—before that. It would have been the psychic scream of the Arcane Vampire as 
Blasphemy snatched the Conduit, that simple stone, from around his neck. It had been that 
scream that roused Kuluck from his dreamless sleep within the sun-prison and the echoes of 
it still lingered in his ears. It was the scream, Kuluck was certain, that had startled every 
creature into flight.  

Then, at last, Kuluck sensed twin heartbeats—a pair of rabbits cowering within their 
warren. Kuluck bore down on them: fingers outstretched, nostrils flaring, not human but 
something else… in his mind’s eye he saw the rabbits nestle against one another, fur against 
fur. 

No. 

Kuluck turned away from the rabbits and headed back to camp; he would spill no blood 
tonight. But as he turned back he heard something that set his nerves on edge—a howl—too 
distant yet for his human companions to have heard. 

And Kuluck knew exactly what that sound meant—the Wolves of Shadrath were loose. 

 

“What are you running from?” Scott asked Blasphemy. He shifted in place to try and get 
more comfortable, but it didn’t help. Laid out before them was a selection of nuts and berries 
that Blasphemy had foraged throughout the day. They picked through the selection one at a 
time and sipped chara tea. 

Blasphemy glanced at him—it was only a glance—but Scott saw something more than 
fear in her eyes. Her lips parted as though she was about to answer, but she only asked him 
how he was feeling. 

“Better,” he answered. “Much better.” 

Then Kuluck came crashing loudly into the camp, startling them both. There was 
something different about him—gone was the sense of stillness and grace that he usually 
possessed. Rage crackled from him untidily. 

“You are feeling better, Interloper?” Kuluck said. “Then stand.” 
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Scott gripped the walking stick for support and tentatively rose to his feet. 

A shadow moved past him faster than he could comprehend. Then the forest was 
spinning and he was hitting the dirt. Kuluck looked down at him with a crooked twist to his 
lips—an expression something like contempt. 

“Stand,” said Kuluck and then he yelled it. “Stand! Stand, Interloper and come at me.” 

The Interloper rose shakily to his feet. At the edge of his vision he was aware that 
Blasphemy was not watching. 

“Come at me!” yelled Kuluck again and then struck at the Interloper before he had even 
had the chance. 

Scott doubled over and gasped. This time he did not return to his feet but dragged 
himself towards the vines at the edge of the camp. He spluttered and coughed. 

“Not good enough,” said Kuluck, lowering his voice.  

“I don’t understand,” said the Interloper between breaths. 

“That much, at least, is evident,” Kuluck responded. 

For a while the only sounds were the crackling of the fire and Scott’s own heaving 
breaths. 

Even in the unsteady light of the campfire, the Interloper could see Kuluck’s face had 
changed. The bones of his jaw had elongated, his eyes had gotten bigger. For the first time 
the Interloper saw the vampire’s fangs as his crimson lips drew back. And then Kuluck was 
only inches away from him, forked, serpentine tongue flicking between that pair of pointed 
teeth. He spoke in a voice that had also changed: 

“Why do we run?” he hissed. The whites of his eyes reflected the flames of the fire. “We 
flee from a storm that is blotting out the sun, Interloper. We run for an army of upir give 
chase, pursuing a Queen and a Traitor. And now you… Interloper, appearing from nowhere 
like a thorn in a rabbit’s foot have made… us… lame.” 

As he finished speaking Kuluck’s face softened, the extremities of his features dissolving 
back into those of that gentle, long-haired man. A great weariness emanated from the 
vampire. A moment later he was gone, vanishing into the forest without a sound. 

“You’re a Queen?” the Interloper asked Blasphemy. She told him to go to sleep. 

 

Later, amidst a cluster of nonsensical dreams, Scott heard his companions speaking. 
Their voices sounded distant and dreamlike: like the oversized shadows of parents arguing 
beyond his bedroom door. 

“You hurt him,” said Blasphemy. 

“He was already hurt,” Kuluck responded. 

For a while, Scott slept. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

From then on the Interloper dreaded each day, living in constant terror that—at any 
moment—the vampire would set upon him with another beating. For a time Kuluck barely 
acknowledged Scott’s existence in the camp, although he did catch enough meat for he and 
Blasphemy to share when they rested at night beside the fire.  

Scott’s ankle began to heal, though the joint still clicked oddly at times and there was a 
slight limp in his gait. Eventually the bruises left by Kuluck also began to fade. 

But the travel was wearying and the food was scarce. Blasphemy began educating Scott 
about which forest berries were safe to each and which would poison him. He snatched them 
from the trees as they passed, but they did little to stop the grumbling in his stomach. 

Then: a deep vibration that was not inside his stomach but everywhere at once and with 
it the sudden sensation of falling. 

The Interloper dropped to his knees, both hands gripping his walking stick. The 
vibrations increased in intensity and with it came a noise: something like metal against metal; 
metal bending and breaking in ways it was not supposed to. It was as though the very laws of 
physics were being bent and they could hear it. 

As suddenly as they began, the vibrations stopped. 

After several frozen, silent moments: miniscule noises rose slowly into Scott’s 
awareness. The delicate footsteps of ants, the trickle of dewdrops, the creaking branches of 
ancient oak and birch and fir, unspeaking witnesses to what had just transpired. 

“We descend yet further into the Abyss,” said Kuluck. 

“What..?” the Interloper tried to form a question. His tongue felt heavy in his mouth. 

“The world is old, Interloper,” said Kuluck in a way that indicated this was something he 
should have already known. The vampire did not sound angry when he spoke; merely tired. 

“Worldquakes have become more common,” Blasphemy said to the Interloper. 

Whatever they called it, the tremor had significantly altered the geography of the forest. 
Trees had been uprooted and now leaned at peculiar angles. The earth had broken open in 
places to create deep pits, while mighty columns of earth and stone rose up in others. From 
the cracks in the earth rose pungent, deep-earth smells. 

Blasphemy helped the Interloper to his feet and they started across the jumbled 
landscape. Kuluck effortlessly helped them up in places they were forced to climb. 

The Interloper moved carefully, leaning on his walking stick where he could, but it 
wasn’t long before the end of the stick became snagged in a tree root and he was sent 
sprawling. As dark earth closed in around him he instinctively reached out to break his fall 
and his hand pressed against something flat and solid and smooth. 

Excitedly he began clawing the dirt away from the thing he had discovered—a smooth, 
jet-black surface, lit from within as if it contained dozens of blue fireflies. 
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“I found something!” he called to the others as his eyes became fixed on those indistinct 
motes of dancing light. A strange sensation overcame him as he realised they were forming 
the shapes of letters. Words written in blue fire rose towards him out of the darkness. 

Without questioning the Interloper planted both of his palms flat against the stone and 
the words burned into him, searing his hands and igniting a raging fire in his mind that 
consumed everything else— 
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It rained… 

It rained that night, Interloper. The rain woke you up, remember? 

I was already awake. 

Did the arguing wake you? 

No, I was used to it. 

You stood in the doorway. You hid in the dark and you watched. 

I remember. 

Green walls. Brown carpet. A news report on the TV.  

I remember! 

Remember, Interloper. Remember how you felt. You were only a little boy. Only and 
alone; alone and lonely. Remember. 

I remember her.  

Your mother didn’t want you. 

She loved me. 

 

Scott remembered the smells of the summer markets. Stalls selling fruits and vegetables, 
dried meats and aged cheese. Incense wafted from strange stalls that peddled secret 
knowledge. There was one stall that sold purses and handbags. It smelt like leather and shoe 
polish. She pushed Scott’s hand away and told him not to touch anything. 

She chose the bag with the gold clasps. 

Not real gold. 

Of course not. 

Finally, something she chose. 

 

It rained… It rained… It rained… 

The words beat against Scott. He no longer knew where he was. He was aware only 
vaguely of the sensation of his hands pressed against stone, fixed there. He was unable to 
remove them. He was unable to do anything. 

 

It rained that night, Interloper. 

I remember the argument. I remember the man. 

It  was a new man every month. Which one was it? 
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No, not him. I remember the other man. 

The other man? 

I remember you. 

 

In the corner of the apartment, against the faded green wall, beside the mostly-empty 
bookcase stood a man fully in shadows yet visible by the way that his darkness seemed more 
absolute than the rest of the shadows. A man in a suit, the man who…  

You. 

Yes it is me, Interloper, as you most vehemently concur. 

Then you were gone and there was only Mum and the Dishevelled Man arguing in the 
doorway. He couldn’t remember the Dishevelled Man’s name—the only thing he could 
remember about him was that he had collected baseball cards. It was raining outside. 

“You can’t leave the kid here,” said the Dishevelled Man. “He ain’t mine!” 

“I can’t do this,” said Mum. She was crying. She was rifling through her handbag—the 
one with the gold clasps. She took out a tissue and dabbed at her make-up, but it only made it 
look worse. 

Thunder rumbled. It sounded so distant and far away that the Interloper was surprised he 
could hear it at all. 

None of this is real, he told himself.  
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None of this is real. 

The Interloper screamed as Kuluck snatched his hands away from the stone. His palms 
felt like they were on fire. His head was spinning and he could not bring his eyes to focus.  

Away from the stone he remained on all fours, stupefied, mouth hanging open. He tried 
to swat away the memories as though they were flies swarming around his head. The dancing 
motes of light within the stone had gone dark.  

Blasphemy was beside him. She touched the back of her hand to his forehead. His skin 
felt hot to the touch; her fingers felt cool. 

“Interloper,” Kuluck said firmly and he only needed to say it once. The Interloper’s eyes 
locked on to Kuluck’s sightless orbs and he found a moment of calm in the vampires thrall; 
enough to bring him back, anyway, from wherever he had been. 

“What happened?” the Interloper asked. He was pawing at the ground, at rocks and trees, 
as though in an attempt to convince himself that they were real. He felt incredibly sick. He 
retched and groaned and scraped at his face. The memories that the stone had shown him 
were fleeting, like dream fragments or the shifting patterns of a kaleidoscope. 

“You touched a Foundation Stone,” said Blasphemy. “They are remnants. Usually… 
they stay buried.” 

“They are not for us,” said Kuluck. 

Still the stone called to the Interloper and he longed to touch it again; to excavate it from 
the earth and embrace it, to absorb everything it had to tell him about who he was; about who 
he was supposed to be. 

Something about the look in his eye betrayed these thoughts to Blasphemy. 

“Whatever it showed you, Interloper… whatever you saw, was not real,” she said. “The 
stones contain knowledge of the worlds-that-are-not. If you seek to dwell in such illusions, 
you could be lost in them forever.” 

Not for the first time, Kuluck effortlessly slung the Interloper across his shoulder and no 
amount of protestations could relieve him of this indignity. 

The pull of the stone faded as they moved away from it. Eventually Kuluck set the 
Interloper down and they walked for a while longer, until the light turned dusky brown-
orange and the shadows lengthened like the threads on a loom. There, they made camp. 

“Get your stick,” Kuluck said to the Interloper. “It is time you learned how to fight.” 

But Blasphemy spoke up, sternly. “Not tonight,” she said. 

Surprisingly, the vampire did not argue. 

 

Blasphemy watched the Interloper while he slept; already the forest had changed him. 
His clothes were stained, the creases of his face were lined with dirt and scraggly hairs 
conspired on his chin to grow a beard.  
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He was alone, she knew. 

Once she had been the same: cast out from the city of her birth, rejected by even the 
hangman’s noose. Cast adrift on the Wastelands, Blasphemy had walked north towards the 
dark destiny that had awaited her. If only she’d known then that such darkness could disguise 
itself amongst strings of coloured lights. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 

The days in the forest bled greenly into one another. 

Soon after Scott had encountered the Foundation Stone, Kuluck approached him. Scott 
anticipated the words before they left the vampire’s mouth: 

“Come at me,” Kuluck said. 

Night after night Blasphemy watched the vampire beat the Interloper. Kuluck fought 
only with backhanded strikes and grapples. Though once, he snatched the Interloper’s stick 
away and struck him with it until he fell to his knees.  

Bruises bloomed up and down the Interloper’s body and deep-set shadows formed 
beneath his eyes. Each injury made him stronger, though he had not yet realised it. 
Sometimes he would call to Blasphemy for help; but she never did. 

“Think of each bruise as a lesson that might one day save your life,” she said to the 
Interloper one night as she treated his wounds. 

That night, the Interloper cried himself to sleep. 

 

“There,” Kuluck pointed. Blasphemy had to tap the Interloper on the shoulder to get his 
attention. She motioned in the same direction Kuluck was pointing, to where a majestic three-
horned stag stood some distance away, surrounded by flowers like some unlikely painting. 

The creature’s head was up, dark eyes studious; though it was not looking directly at 
them it had nonetheless sensed their presence. 

“I can take it down,” said Kuluck, thinking in that moment not of his companions but his 
own need for sustenance. The stag, though invisible to his eye—was made visible to him by 
the rich and powerful circulation of its life-force. 

“Impossible,” muttered the Interloper—the idea that Kuluck would be able to reach the 
stag before it fled was ridiculous, let alone bring it down. Blasphemy knew better. 

“Leave it,” she told Kuluck, even as she sensed his hunger. As though alerted by the 
sound of her voice the stag faded away into the flowers with the grace of a ghost and they 
were alone again. And still hungry.  

 

The next morning, they awoke to a forest thick with fog. Mist ebbed around them as they 
moved through it, dampening their clothes. The Interloper’s cheeks were stained by the trails 
of his tears where they had sluiced the dirt away from his eyes. The Interloper and 
Blasphemy shivered as they walked through the mist; while Kuluck, cold-blooded, seemed 
untroubled by the undulating curtains of mist. 

Although the cold did not touch him the fog did obfuscate the upir’s sense of smell, such 
that they stumbled upon the dead thing before Kuluck sensed it. The remains of the stag they 
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had seen the previous day was crumpled in the clearing, torn limb from limb. The Interloper 
backed away, grimacing.  

“Wolves,” said Kuluck. 

“Wolves of a particularly unpleasant disposition,” Blasphemy added. 

Kuluck knelt down to inspect the body, his nostrils twitching. Almost no trace of flesh 
remained on the bones of the creature. “This was no mere feast,” he told his companions. 
“But a message.” 

Behind them the Interloper was snapping his head in every direction, his imagination 
forming strange wolfish shapes out of the mist. 

“They have sent the wolves ahead to track us,” said Blasphemy. “It makes sense.” 

“But it is a risk,” said Kuluck. 

“What are you talking about?” asked the Interloper, trembling in the cold a few steps 
back. He had his arms wrapped around himself. 

“The Wolves of Shadrath live their entire lives in cages,” Kuluck said. “If they are ever 
let out they are kept on short leashes.” 

“It must have been years since they have felt the wind on their skin,” said Blasphemy. 
“By setting them free their masters are risking that they might remember what it is to be 
wolves.” 

“Whatever their intentions, we may be sure they are hunting us,” said Kuluck. “Stay 
alert.” 

Again, the Interloper shivered. 

 

As they walked the mist slowly faded away and the forest became increasingly alive, as 
though one pane at a time was being stained with colour by some unseen artisan. Flowers 
opened up around them and a dizzying mixture of pollens danced in the air. 

By the time they passed across an ancient dry creek bed the scent of the flowers had 
faded. They pushed through a thick growth of ferns that obscured almost everything else 
from sight until they made it to the other side. Huge, grey-barked trees grew here and the 
leaves above were sparse compared to the forest they had left behind. 

Dry leaves—orange, yellow and brown—crunched underfoot. For a time the travellers 
said nothing and the only sound was the monotonous stomping of their feet as they made 
their way through the forest. Then the wind moaned through the trees and in the distance 
came a deep, distant rumble. 

“It’s close,” said Kuluck. 

They came to a ridge that descendedly jaggedly down towards a vast canopy of trees. 
The cliff granted them a view to the north where the trees met the muddy horizon of the 
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Wastelands and it was there that Scott finally saw the storm from which his companions were 
fleeing.  

 

The Wastelands were obscured by an enormous cloud, shot through with flickers of 
crimson lightning. This bloated, billowing mass clawed its way south, dragging its bloated, 
blood-filled belly behind it. The storm was ravenous; it hungered as it crackled with crimson 
eldritch light.  

Anything the storm touched was tainted: trees would rot and water would spoil. Even the 
stoic inhabitants of the Wastelands had crumbled beneath it and had been killed or enslaved 
by the upir that marched beneath the protection of this ungodly, eternal night. The screams of 
those who had been captured rattled in unison with the sound of their chains, as they were 
dragged along like cattle to fuel the storm’s advance. 

Light turned to dark and the world sagged and groaned beneath the weight of the storm, 
shifting ever lower towards the indeterminable depths of chaos. The stars changed nightly in 
their positions as the universe struggled to maintain its shape. 

The storm reminded Scott of something he had seen before but could not remember 
what. Like a mushroom cloud, all-destroying. Beneath the billowing darkness beat leathery 
wings, dark beaks snapped and heavy boots stomped as warriors wielding weapons forged 
from blood-steel advanced upon the world. Theirs was the unrelenting march of an army that 
did not tire. 

This was a genocide; a feast. The vampiric taint locked away for so long behind those 
metal gates now blocked out sun and moon and stars without discrimination, such that there 
would soon be nothing left to wish upon.   

Black and red and stinking of copper. Luminous and triumphant, the storm coursed 
towards them. Dark engines sputtered and roared, moving forward on heavy treads; fuelled 
by the blood of the captured. Remade creatures walked along with them, blood-beasts created 
by vampiric experiments, transformed by alchemy and the undying, regenerating flesh of the 
upir. The earth was upturned by the creatures and the machines, forming deep grooves 
through which crimson rivers began to flow. 

If you had a heartbeat: the storm would find you. The blood became one. It trickled 
down funnels and tubes, collected into those dark engines, charging demonic batteries that 
fizzled and sparked and then churned out that black, all-encompassing cloud. 

Wail, lament; for you look upon the end of everything. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

Scott could see dark shapes in the distance drifting like pteredons and he suddenly felt 
very afraid. 

Even if the creatures could not see him, he sensed with growing certainty that the storm 
itself  could. Feeling exposed he turned, stumbled and ran towards the tree line. In that 
moment he wanted nothing more than to put something—anything—between himself and the 
storm.  

Finally he understood the urgency that Blasphemy and Kuluck felt. Tree branches 
whipped at him, drawing blood as he crashed through the forest. The pain in his ankle was 
ever-present, but did not slow him down. 

And there, suddenly rising up between the base of two enormous trees was another of 
those shining black monoliths, already alive with blue motes of light.  

It rained, the words pounded in his head as he reached for the stone. He did not slow 
down but ploughed directly into it, crumpling as his body folded against it. Those dancing 
strings of light knotted and unknotted, forming symbols, forming words: the same two words 
twisting around each other, over and over again, like a dance. 

It rained. 

It rained. 

It rained. 

The words sounded in his mind like the unrelenting beat of a ceremonial drum. The 
Interloper clutched at the stone, closing his eyes and willing himself away from this place; 
away from the storm. 

It rained on the night she died, Interloper. 

“No,” whispered the Interloper to the forest as it reeled around him. “That’s not it.” 

The forest around him continued to spin as though he were on a fairground ride. The 
only constant was the overwhelming blackness of the monolith and those dancing motes of 
colour rising up within it. 

It rained. 

The Interloper did not belong here; he knew that now. He was from another place, 
another world and the foundation stone contained the knowledge of that world; perhaps the 
knowledge of all worlds. Such knowledge was forbidden: for to see beyond the edges of 
reality would surely lead to madness. And yet the Interloper sought it out, seeking the truth of 
those words that continued to form and disintegrate before his vision. 

“It rained,” he whispered to the stone as his hands traced the smooth surface.  

It rained in both worlds on the night Scott Dyson became the Interloper. 
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Then came a sound like the mighty booming of thunder and Scott was thrust away from 
the stone. Leaves floated up and around him where he landed. Thunder rumbled and Scott 
“Billy” Dyson—at last remembering his name—brought his knees up to his chest and 
screamed. Detailed memories of his past continued to elude him, like the soft-focus 
fragments of an afternoon soap opera playing in the wrong order. 

The foundation stone was cracked. No longer did any lights dance beneath its dark 
exterior. Had he… broken it? Or had its task simply been fulfilled? Could a stone in the forest 
truly possess such an unlikely purpose as to remind a man of his name? 

Overwhelmed and exhausted, Scott collapsed into unconsciousness. 

 

“Blasphemy,” said Kuluck as he sensed the Interloper becoming alert. “Your pet is 
awake,” 

Blasphemy approached Scott where they had wrapped him in a blanket. “You’re lucky,” 
she told him. “Kuluck sensed your beating heart, but only just. You are fortunte it was still 
beating. We warned you not to touch the stones.” 

Scott sat up and hugged his knees to his chest. “I’m Scott,” he blurted out. He was 
rocking slowly from side to side.  

“It seems you found your name,” said Kuluck. 

 “Scott,” Blasphemy tested the unfamiliar word on on her tongue. Then she looked back 
at him and said: “Still, you are the Interloper.” 

Scott nodded. 

 

The next day they continued along the cliff’s edge. 

Blasphemy warned Scott to watch his step as every misstep sent stones clattering down 
the steep incline to their left. Cliffs rose before them like an overgrown staircase. They 
travelled with the storm at their backs and although the trees and rocky outcrops conspired to 
hide it from view, Scott still tried his best to avoid turning around should he even chance a 
glimpse of it. If he was forced to turn back,  he kept his head down and his eyes below the 
horizon. 

Ahead of them the sky was a pearlescent haze of pink and blue, yet untainted by the 
storm. Scott urged his companions forwards with newfound urgency. Sweat dripped from his 
chin and he paused to take a sip from a water-skin. As he sped up it seemed that Blasphemy 
had developed a hesitancy in her step. “Are you okay?” he asked her, their roles reversed. 

“We come close to the city of my birth,” she said after a moment of silence. 

“Can they help us?” Scott asked. 

“They banished her, Interloper,” said Kuluck. “But only after they tried to hang her, of 
course. The rope snapped, Interloper—can you believe it?” Kuluck’s teeth flashed with 
genuine amusement. 
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Behind them, Blasphemy said nothing. 

 

By day’s end they crested the top of a high ridge that afforded them a wide-spanning 
view of the lands below. With his back to the storm, Scott looked down at the serpentine 
windings of the river they called the Greywater, blazing silver in the light of the setting sun. 
A stone bridge stretched across the river, connecting the Wastes to a city of grey-green stone 
that rose in terraces like a ziggaraut. 

Even from this distance Scott could plainly tell that the lower levels of the city were 
slums; ramshackle buildings clustered alongside the waters of the river, some of them 
partially submerged by the water.  Upon each higher layer of the city the buildings appeared 
larger and better maintained, separated by wide paths and gardens. And at the highest level of 
the city was a squat tower, topped with a dome of glass.  

 

They made their camp away from the cliff, behind a row of trees that kept them hidden 
from both the city and the storm. After they had picked through another meagre dinner of 
foraged nuts, berries and seeds, Blasphemy found herself standing alone at the edge of the 
cliff and looking down at the city from which she had been exiled. Alden did not blaze with 
the light of civilisation so much as flicker weakly. She still did not know how those lights 
made her feel. 

“How long has it been?” asked the Interloper. He had come up beside her without her 
realising, but she did not startle easily. 

“I don’t know,” she said. “Truly.”  

The Interloper sat down upon a stone at the edge of the cliff and looked down at the city. 
From this height it seemed absurd that people lived there. After a few minutes of silence, 
Blasphemy spoke: 

“When I left,” she started. “…the city was already rotten inside: poisoned by a 
mouldering wrongness that we were somehow accustomed to. We found a way to scrape the 
wrongness from the walls and use it as medicine. We found a way to survive.” 

“It seems some still do,” said Scott, looking down at the flickering lights of the city. A 
dusky twilight had settled upon the horizon and an unearthly moon—without a face where 
Scott reckoned there should be one—shone from behind the cover of wispy clouds. They 
could not see the storm to the north, though doubtless it still lingered there. Scott was 
thankful they could not see it and did not want to think about how its terrible encroaching 
majesty compared to the poorly lit city below.  

“There came a time that even the mere survival of the poor becomes an affront to those 
upon the upper terraces,” Blasphemy said. “Those scrapings from the walls, my medicine—
was outlawed. They called it witchcraft,” she said. “They called it blasphemy.” 

“They banished you for making medicine?” Scott asked incredulously. 
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Blasphemy shook her head. Her eyes were fixed on that glimmering city below them and 
the lights of the place was reflected in them. “The plague was worse than any before it. Even 
those that lived upon the high terraces began to fall ill. The poor at last believed that 
judgement had come to the rulers of the city—and perhaps there was some truth in that—an 
entire civilisation might crumble if the foundation grows rotten enough.” 

“It was the plague that brought the Witch Hunters to my door,” Blasphemy continued . “I 
do not know who it was that betrayed me. I do not blame them. They dragged me to the high 
terraces. There they brought me to the bedside of an ailing Lord named Rupert, and ordered 
me to use my so-called witchcraft to save him.” 

“And did you?” 

“I might have tried,” she said. “I told them that they could not expect me to cure him 
with a muttered incantation and a click of my fingers,” Blasphemy sighed. “I required herbs; 
herbs I was certain they would not be able to supply. But then they brought me to a walled-in 
garden, brimming with Mugwort and Witchbriar and Celadon. Two-Penny and Redweed. 
Chara, of course, and Gold Leaf and Sky Berries.” 

“There were enough herbs growing in that garden to save dozens of lives in the lower 
quarters… hundreds. People—friends—I had been forced to turn away. But there in the 
Lord’s garden, they grew in great abundance.” 

Tears shone visibly in Blasphemy’s eyes now. They were not tears of sadness, Scott 
realised, but of rage. 

“I refused to cure Rupert and so they threw me in the dungeons. Now and then they 
attempted to persuade me, but each time I refused,” Blasphemy supressed a shudder. 

“Eventually, when Rupert died they dragged me out,” Blasphemy went on. “They 
marched me to a hill of dead grass that overlooks the Greywater. There was only a small 
crowd: there had been much illness and suffering in Alden over the past months that the 
public spectacle of a lynching held little allure.” 

Scott would not interrupt now. He could not. Blasphemy spoke quietly, in monotone, as 
she recounted a distant, painful memory.  

“The wood of the steps to the gallows creaked loudly beneath my feet. I stood upon the 
trapdoor. The hangman did not wear a mask—his face was marked with scars of a 
particularly aggressive pox. He placed the noose around my neck. The rope was rough. It 
itched.” 

A warm breeze gusted over them where they sat at the edge of the cliff, high above the 
city where these events had transpired. 

“The crier announced my sins to the crowd: use and possession of prohibited substances. 
Dark designs and machinations. Maleficent magics. Gossip and tributes paid to the Dark Lord 
for favours in kind. Heresy. Blasphemy. Blasphemy. Blasphemy.” 

A tear ran down her cheek; then another.  

“It was the last word I thought I would ever hear,” she said, voice trembling. 
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Silence. 

“Did you hear that?” Scott said suddenly. Kuluck emerged from the trees behind them, 
his curved blade already drawn, shining darkly in the moonlight. And then Blasphemy did 
hear it: a call vibrating in the wind, the howling of wolves. 

“They’re coming,” said Kuluck and tossed the Interloper his walking stick. 

For once, he caught it without fumbling. 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

The wolves emerged from the trees with the campfire at their backs such that they 
appeared first as enormous drawn-out shadows: cartoon wolves, fairy tale wolves. And then 
the shadows were, layer upon layer, filled in by silvery degrees of moonlight.  

There were at least six before the Interloper stopped counting. They stalked forward in 
formation, claws puncturing the dry branches and leaves beneath their paws. Blasphemy 
stepped back, closer to the cliff, the lights of Awen visible as a glowing haze floating behind 
her right shoulder. Kuluck brandished his sickle-sword. 

“Leave us,” Kuluck said to the wolves. “Return to your masters! You will find nothing 
here but death.” 

One of the creatures leapt at Kuluck forcing the vampire to cleave it in two. Blood arced 
across the forest, spraying leaves and bark and Scott’s jacket. The remaining wolves moved 
in unison—lowering their chests to the ground and growling. Then they came all at once, 
moving too quickly for his eyes to follow. 

The Interloper swatted the wolf that came at him but it still knocked him down. Dazed, 
he found himself staring up at the creature, his staff wedged between himself and the wolf’s 
jaw—hot carnivorous breath touched his forehead. 

The wolf bit down on his stick, attempting to get at the Interloper. Then it stopped, ears 
twitching, and cocked its head to one side. One blazing eye stared down at Scott as lupine 
tongue and jaw conspired to form an alien, impossible voice: “This one smells… different,” 
the wolf said to the others. 

Scott closed his eyes—he didn’t want to see the end. But the weight pinning him down 
was released as Kuluck hefted the wolf across the forest. It landed awkwardly amongst the 
sundered remains of its companions and whimpered. 

More wolves were emerging from between the trees and something else was 
happening—they were changing. Their bodies bent and broke and reformed until they were 
standing upright. The wolves stalked out of the forest on two legs, bestial heads lolling atop 
almost-human bodies, thickly muscled, covered by fur. 

“Stand aside, flit-mouse,” said the tallest of the wolves. His fur shone bright under the 
light of the moon. And there was a sliver of skin missing from the tip of its left ear. 

“How far you have fallen, Fenrir,” Kuluck addressed the creature by name. “Do you 
even remember what it was to be a wolf, before you were a slave?” 

Fenrir snarled. “We care not for you or the witch: we seek only the stone.” 

Two of the werewolves rushed at Kuluck and he twisted in a bloody spiral of death. 
Another of the werewolves rushed at the Interloper and he awkwardly turned it aside with the 
edge of his stick. For a moment the wolf’s eyes grew wide as it stepped onto a loose patch of 
gravel, then it slipped away over the edge of the cliff, tumbling into darkness and howling as 
it went. 
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And then: Blasphemy’s voice broke across them like thunder. 

“STOP.” 

The Interloper was already clinging to the ground, dragging himself away from the 
cliff’s edge so that he did not slip as the wolf had done. He craned his neck to look at 
Blasphemy where she now stood atop a low boulder. From her closed fist hung a slender 
golden chain and from the end of the chain hung a stone so black that it might have been cut 
from the darkness itself. An aura—like a rippling heat-haze—danced around her and her 
long, dark hair whipped about her face as though she were caught in a tempest. 

The wolves too had lowered themselves to the ground. Others were limping away into 
the forest. The bodies of several were heaped around Kuluck, cut to bloody pieces. 

Only Fenrir remained, lips peeled pack from dagger-like teeth. “The stone, witch,” he 
said.  

“It… is… MINE.” Each world rumbled with the power of an Worldquake, as though the 
earth and the sky spoke along with her. Scott’s fingers hurt from how tightly he was clinging 
to the ground. In the distance there was a deep, thunderous roar—the sound of something 
breaking, Scott reckoned. But not a Worldquake: this was something different. 

“I have broken the contract that binds you,” said Blasphemy, her eyes alight with power. 
The stone swayed gently in the wind. At the centre of its darkness bloomed a tiny crimson 
speck. 

Fenrir dropped to the ground before her. 

“Leave us and rise up,” Blasphemy said to the wolf. “Reclaim the honour that is your 
birthright.” 

Fenrir stared up at Blasphemy with baleful yellow eyes. Kuluck was as a living statue, 
silent and immobile. The Interloper was shaking, but otherwise could not move at all. 

And then: Fenrir howled. The Interloper’s hands shot to his ears in order to block the 
sound, but he could hear it anyway as it came echoing back at them from across the forest as 
the wolves passed the message on. 

We are free, the wolves howled. We are free. 

Fenrir bounded away on all fours and then the three were alone at the edge of the cliff. 
Blasphemy climbed down from the boulder. The stone had vanished, hidden safely within the 
folds of her dress.  

It seemed impossible, but the horizon was already lit by the first infusion of sunlight. 

Scott was drenched with blood—his hands, his clothes, his face. He attempted to wipe 
himself clean but his attempts only spread and smeared the stains. At last, he realised he must 
resign himself to it. At least now, stained red, his clothes more closely matched the garb of 
his companions. 
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They did not stop to rest, but gathered what meagre belongings they carried with them 
and set off once more along the edge of the cliff. Scott stayed well back from the edge that he 
wouldn’t risk losing his footing on the loose dirt—the image of the wolf tumbling away into 
the darkness would not leave him. 

Nobody spoke—Kuluck’s mouth was a thin, grim line. Blasphemy walked a little ahead 
of them, her red dress and dark hair trailing behind her. Scott went last, moving more easily 
on his ankle now. He was not at all confident that he understood what had happened with the 
wolves. 

As they crunched through the undergrowth and clambered over boulders Scott gained 
another glimpse of Alden in the east; lit by rays of morning light. The light was not flattering 
to the bleak stone terraces, which stood mouldering much as they had for hundreds of years. 
But by the light of day there was something else Scott noticed: where the Greybridge had 
once stretched across the river there were now only jagged, leaning pillars of stone. The path 
to the Wastelands had been broken.  

“Blasphemy,” he said. “Did you..?” 

Blasphemy shook her head but would not make eye-contact with Scott. “Whoever it was, 
they made a wise decision,” she added after a  moment. “The upir cannot cross the river 
without a bridge.” 

Scott wanted to ask more questions: about the bridge and the stone, about the contract 
that bound the wolves to the upir. But Blasphemy stayed far enough ahead that he had trouble 
catching up to her and Kuluck made it clear that he was not in the mood for answering 
questions. 

Eventually, however, their steps began to slow and it was clear they needed to rest. They 
sat in the shade of the trees and sipped chara. The hot beverage made Scott bold enough to 
speak: 

“The wolves,” he said. “They spoke.” 

It seemed not even Kuluck had the energy to be exasperated. “They try,” he said. 

“What did that wolf call you?” Scott asked. “I’ve never heard that word before: flit-
mouse.” 

“It is an insult,” said Kuluck. “A word from an old story.” 

“Do you know it?” Scott asked, almost pleading. “Will you tell it to me?” 

For a time Kuluck was silent. Then, at last, he said: 

“Yes, Interloper. I will tell you.”  



 40  

CHAPTER 7 
 

Before men ruled the world it was the domain of beasts. 

All were guided by the Great and Noble Order, such that even those creatures who 
preyed upon one another for sustenance never took more than they needed and a long and 
glorious peace reigned.  

But then came Lilith, Queen of the Frozen Hells and spurned lover of Lucifer. And with 
her she brought a frost that stripped the earth bare.  

The beasts first began to starve and then they went mad. It was not long before they 
turned on each other, for desperation breeds evil, and indiscriminate killing came upon the 
earth. 

Some of the creatures were faster to adapt than others. Among them, the wolves: who 
became Lilith’s devoted servants. The wolves roamed freely through these blighted lands 
they called the Frostwood and took whatever they pleased.  

It was not long, however, before game became scarce and even Lilith’s wolves grew 
hungry. They were forced to seek out ever smaller prey in their holes and burrows—foxes, 
rabbits and mice. Entire colonies were slaughtered, snatched from their homes by the jaws of 
the ravenous wolves. 

Some of the foxes fled, for foxes are cunning and quick-witted. Many of the rabbits 
fought back, with a thumping of feet and a gnashing of teeth. But the mice only cowered in 
their homes, uncertain of what to do and stricken with fear. 

The mice convened a council. Various suggestions were proposed and each was 
dismissed as more foolish or dangerous than the last. The mice debated until they could 
barely squeak another word. Eventually, only one plan remained, but it seemed even more 
foolish and dangerous than all of the others combined. 

The mice had decided to seek out Ol’ Grandfather Crow, one of the oldest creatures in 
the Frostwood and a powerful magician. Ol’ Grandfather Crow had long been an enemy to 
the mice, but it was known that he had sworn no allegiance to the White Queen. 

And so the mice sent a delegation across the Frostwood to seek an audience with Ol’ 
Grandfather Crow. The adventures they had could fill several volumes. When, at last, they 
reached their destination they stood bravely before the magician and pleaded with him that 
they might be granted wings with which they could escape from the wolves as the crows were 
able. 

To the great surprise of the mice, Ol’ Grandfather Crow agreed. But instead of granting 
the mice the same shimmering, feathery wings of his ilk, he instead cursed them with strange, 
leathery wings, so that they would never be confused with crows. 

Such is the way that Ol’ Grandfather Crow created bats—and why bats are sometimes 
called flit-mice by those who have lived long enough to remember the old stories. 
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The flit-mice were forced from their nests. Some used their wings to flee the Frostwood 
and found refuge: on mountains and in caves, in distant jungles amongst the high trees. And 
there they remain to this day. 

But others were displeased by the magician’s trickery and so, another council was 
convened wherein they agreed to seek out an even greater enemy than Ol’ Grandfather Crow 
and an even more powerful magician. 

 

They sought out the Great Serpent himself and found him, deep in the Frostwood, coiled 
up in the skull of a long-dead giant.  

Without pretence, the Great Serpent told the mice that their salvation could be found in 
Lilith’s own garden. For although the frost had killed many of the plants in the Frostwood, 
there grew there a tree heavily laden with prickly red fruit: the vampire tree. 

In great numbers the flit-mice descended upon Lilith’s garden. They clutched and tore at 
the fruit of the vampire tree, gorging themselves until their chins were stained red and dark 
droplets darkened the snow. 

The Great Serpent had been right: for the fruit made the flit-mice stronger and smarter… 
but it also made them thirsty. 

And that is the story of how mice became bats and how bats became vampires. And the 
moral, it is told: never trust a magician, for magic never comes without cost.  
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CHAPTER 8 
 

The next day the Interloper walked as though in a fugue. There was much that didn’t 
make sense to him and so many of his questions remained unanswered that he could barely 
settle on a single one to ask. And thoughts—unbidden—poked and prodded him like the 
bony, unkind fingers of a witch. 

The storm; that broiling demonic mass that surged southward towards them.The stone 
that Blasphemy had used to turn away the wolves and the glowing red speck that lingered 
within it. The foundation stones and the luminous sentences that danced within. And more 
besides. 

“Watch your step, Interloper,” said Kuluck as he prevented Scott from impaling himself 
on a low-hanging tree branch. Then: “Can you hear that?” 

“The river,” said Blasphemy. 

Scott nodded. “I can hear it too.” 

 

Blasphemy dashed up the hill and the Interloper chased her. For a fleeting moment—the 
briefest instant—he was young again, he was in a dream and then they reached the crest of 
the hill and looked down the other side. 

The Greywater foamed and rushed between the trees as it flowed eastwards, out of the 
forest and down a series of cascading waterfalls towards Alden. A rickety wooden bridge was 
raised on stilts above the water and a dirt path, overgrown and disused ran alongside the river. 
The sight of the path caused tears to fill Scott’s eyes, though he could not exactly say why; 
perhaps there was some comfort to be found in the well-trodden paths of the past. 

Eager to be across the bridge, Scott was already descending the hill. Blasphemy watched 
him doubtfully, even as Kuluck drew up beside her. Scott’s feet skidded on the dirt and he 
took a few stumbling steps towards the bridge, placing his foot onto the first wooden plank. It 
felt sturdy beneath his weight and he said as much to his companions as they made their way 
down towards him. 

But after two more steps the bridge lurched. Scott dropped his stick and it clattered 
backwards onto the path. His arms flailed wildly as he sought the handrails. But they too 
were rotten with age, falling to dust as he grabbed them.  

And then: the entire bridge was falling to pieces. Through the gaps in the wood Scott 
glimpsed the turbulent water below. If he fell he would be dashed to pieces against the rocks 
before the river even had a chance to drag him away. 

It’s already happened, said an unhelpful voice in his mind. You’ve fallen from this 
bridge before. 

Wood sheared and splintered and Scott closed his eyes. He did not have time to pray and 
he possessed precious few memories to flash before his eyes. But then a strong hand was 
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gripping him and lifting him to safety. Kuluck stood there amidst the jagged wooden spikes 
that could so easily prove fatal to the vampire if they chanced to fall in the wrong direction. 

Kuluck tossed the Interloper unceremoniously to the dirt where he collapsed into ragged, 
heaving sobs. Behind him the remainder of the bridge was disintegrating, wooden planks 
turning to sawdust and being carried away on the current like ashes. 

“No,” said the Interloper striking the ground with his fist. “We have to keep moving. We 
must stay ahead of the storm.” 

Urgency strangled the Interloper. Terror pressed in on him from all sides. He tried to say 
more but he could not speak, except for in tongues. Blasphemy looked down at him with 
concern. The skin on Kuluck’s face was stretched taut.  

 “We will find somewhere else to cross,” said Blasphemy and Kuluck nodded. 

 

Each day they spent alongside the river was a day too long. The water dulled Kuluck’s 
senses, yet another upir mystery. Kuluck stayed away from the water, keeping to the ridge 
that overlooked it, sometimes passing out of sight of the others. With each day that passed the 
vampire’s face became more drawn. 

And each day they wasted day the storm drew closer. Although they could not see it 
through the trees, each were uniquely aware of its creeping, loathsome presence. 

“The river makes it harder for him to hear the storm,” Blasphemy explained as her and 
Scott walked together alongside the river. “And more difficult to tell how far away it is.” 

“He can hear the storm?” Scott asked. 

“Not only that,” said Blasphemy looking at Scott, very seriously, with those dazzling 
blue eyes. “It speaks to him.” 

Each night they camped away from the water. They ate well at least: Kuluck procured 
rabbits one day and an entire bush pheasant two days later. Where Scott had once been 
alarmed to see the upir return to camp bearing dead creatures he had quickly come to accept 
it. This, he supposed, was the instinct for survival. 

Scott flexed his ankle, which felt much better now and no longer required binding. The 
walking stick however remained his constant companion, in case a savage wolf—or 
something worse—came bursting out of the trees. 

Kuluck rose to his feet. The fire crackled and flickered. The Interloper knew what he was 
going to say before he said it, but the upir said it anyway: 

“Come at me.” 

Now Scott endured the beatings without complaint. He no longer cried out for 
Blasphemy to help. Broad-leafed chara grew in great abundance alongside the river and each 
night the tea that Blasphemy brewed seemed stronger and more bitter; but it helped with the 
pain at least.  

Scott grew stronger. 
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They still not find a bridge. In places the river seemed shallow enough to cross by foot, 
but even that was impossible for Kuluck. Scott and Blasphemy trudged along the path, 
neither wanting to give voice to the rising sense of desperation that they felt. Each was 
preternaturally aware of the storm beating at their heels like a incessant drumbeat, even if 
they could not hear it as Kuluck could. 

At twilight, they heard the wolves howling at the sky and knew they did not mourn. 
Kuluck, pale skin glistening and reflecting the colours of the campfire, said the words again. 

Scott fetched up his stick. They circled around one another almost lazily. Scott was 
certain that his training would not aid them should they fail to cross the river before the storm 
reached them. He feigned a blow and Kuluck knocked him down. 

“Get up,” said Kuluck and when the Interloper was slow to do so he repeated himself. 
“GET UP!” 

Scott spat out a mouthful of dirt and rose to his feet. He swept the stick towards Kuluck 
and they traded blows. Kuluck lashed out with the back of his hand and struck the Interloper 
across his face—that blow would leave a mark. The Interloper let go of his stick and punched 
ineffectually at Kuluck’s leg. Then Kuluck was opposite him, grinning so that the Interloper 
could see his fangs. He struck the Interloper in the chest and then slapped him across the face, 
again with the back of his hand. Scott went sprawling, his mouth filling with blood. 

“Get up,” growled Kuluck, but the Interloper was already doing so. His ears were 
ringing. He was hurting, but he was also angry and anger is the great devourer of pain. 

“Come… at… me,” hissed Kuluck, no longer looking like a man but a monster. Scott 
took a swing that the vampire easily dodged. Centering himself, the Interloper swung again in 
the opposite direction and with as much strength as he could muster. The vampire caught the 
stick and sent Scott off balance. His ankle took the impact and pain arced up his side. 

The Interloper cried out and rushed at Kuluck, swinging wildly. Kuluck dodged easily 
aside and mocked him. The Interloper swung and missed. 

And then—the blow made contact with a booming crack that sounded like splintering 
bone. Kuluck caught the staff with one hand, snarling and baring his teeth. The vampire could 
hear only one thing—the Interloper’s heart beating like a drum. 

Scott wrenched the stick away and swung again and this time it was Kuluck who went to 
his knees. Kuluck grappled with the staff but the Interloper fought back. He struck the 
vampire once, twice: again and again. The stick had broken and splintered into a sharp point 
at the tip—a wooden stake sharp enough to pierce a vampire’s heart. 

Scott held the staff there, the tip inches away from ending Kuluck’s life, until Blasphemy 
spoke: 

“Enough!” 

The Interloper blinked back the darkness. Gradually he became aware of another 
sound—the sound of Kuluck’s laughter. He had never heard the vampire laugh before, but 
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now he gave himself over to it as a drunk gives himself over to spirits. The vampire laughed 
louder and more truly than he had in centuries. 

Scott merely looked down at Kuluck, perturbed. Blasphemy rose and gently took broken 
stick out of the Interloper’s blistered hands. 
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CHAPTER 9 
 

The Interloper did not sleep well that night. Whatever elation he might once have felt at 
besting the vampire was quickly transformed to ice-cold fear. To see Kuluck in his current 
state was terrifying; was it merely exhaustion? The sound of the river dulling his senses? Or 
had the vampire gone mad? 

It was impossible for Scott to know. As he lay awake beside the campfire Scott found 
himself wishing. Wishing, perhaps, for the first time in years. Scott wished as a young boy 
wishes; a young boy who still believed in wishes. Scott wished that they would find a bridge. 

And the very next day: they did. 

The trunk of a gigantic fallen tree spanned the full width of the Greywater. The tree had 
been at rest for some time: clusters of bright pink flowers grew along it and vines snaked 
back and forth between the branches such that they might use them as ropes to help 
themselves across. 

“This is a fey-bridge,” said Kuluck, his voice almost a snarl. “It reeks of magic.” 

“It is a way across,” said Blasphemy, standing with her hands on her hips. “Do you 
chance to think we’ll find another?” 

“It’s a trap,” said Kuluck, his voice low.  

Blasphemy looked at the vampire very seriously, aware that he could not see her, but 
certain he could sense the pointedness of her thoughts: “We don’t have a choice, Kuluck.” 

The vampire did not argue further and allowed himself to be lead to the river’s edge. 
Blasphemy went first and she helped Kuluck up. The Interloper clambered up behind them. 
The trunk was wide and sturdy, making for a comfortable bridge; though they could still hear 
the river flowing beneath them. 

Kuluck could only move only one agonisingly slow step at a time. At the centrepoint of 
the river he stopped for a moment and Blasphemy had to coax him forward. He slapped her 
hand away and finally took another step. 

And then they were across. Kuluck hissed as he stepped down from the bridge and 
brushed up against a cluster of delicate purple flowers. 

“Wolfsbane,” Blasphemy told Scott. “It’s one of the only herbs permitted in Alden. If 
you neglect to hang a bushel at the entrance to your home you face punishment from the 
witch-hunters.” 

 

The path between the wolfsbane lead them up a sandy shore to a path of smooth paving 
stones. Trimmed hedges bordered the path, decorated with flowers in yellow and orange and 
red. Beyond the hedges there were white flowers shaped like bells that jingled faintly as they 
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passed, and weeping violets and large red-and-white spotted mushrooms that clustered 
together in the dark clefts of the trees. 

After so much overgrown forest, the neatly lined path made Scott and Blasphemy gasp. 
Kuluck said nothing. They set out and reached a junction. Choosing at random they traversed 
another path until they came to another. And again and again they came to junctions in the 
path that looked the same as those they had passed before, walking in undulating coils that 
wound back and forth but seemingly lead nowhere. 

“I can sense the river behind us,” said Kuluck. “But we have hardly distanced ourselves 
from it at all: the fey have trapped us.” 

Scott was not listening, but instead studying a caterpillar that was clinging to a nearby 
leaf. The insect had a peculiarly human face that stared back at him in kind. When Scott 
blinked the caterpillar was gone. 

“Perhaps you’re right,” said Blasphemy and began tearing strips of red fabric from her 
dress and tying them as ribbons onto tree branches so they would know if they walked the 
same path twice: which they did, several more times. 

“The entire forest will be filled with ribbons and we will still be lost,” said Kuluck, 
growing ever more impatient. “The fey will keep us here until we lose our minds.” 

Scott’s wonderment began to wear away, replaced by a heavy feeling of tiredness. His 
ankle was aching for the first time in days and his stick was less useful as a walking aid since 
he had splintered it against the vampire’s ribs. He groaned as they came to another of 
Blasphemy’s ribbons, this time tied to a branch too high for them to reach. 

When they mentioned this to Kuluck, the upir finally lost his temper. With barely a 
moment for the others to step out of the way his hand went to the sickle-shaped blade at his 
belt and he hefted it free. 

Blasphemy and the Interloper watched as the vampire cut the hedges to pieces. At first 
he achieved nothing, but as the vampire’s swings grew faster and faster the forest began to 
come apart--as though Kuluck were tearing holes in an illusion. 

Where bright swatches of flowers and lush green hedges had previously blocked their 
path Kuluck revealed a different vision: a bleak grey woodland filled with evenly-spaced 
trees of shining white bark. 

“We need to go through…” Kuluck said through gritted teeth. Without hesitation 
Blasphemy launched herself through the hole in the hedges and went tumbling into the 
greyscale forest. The Interloper stood transfixed, watching as the plants rapidly began to 
regrow the parts that Kuluck had hewn from them. “Interloper!” the vampire barked. 

Then Scott went too, landing heavily on the dirt. Kuluck appeared a moment later, pieces 
of shredded plant matter falling away from his blade. Now they were surrounded on all sides 
by white trees, each one growing in perfect symmetry, branches rising to clusters of olive-
coloured leaves. The forest was drab and yet it thrummed with a sort of unmistakeable 
vitality. The trees were alive, Scott realised, and not only in the way that other trees lived. 
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Kuluck did not tell his companions, but he knew the trees for what they truly were: each 
tree bore the spirit of a fey who had given up their freedom in order to become one with the 
forest. And every tree watched Kuluck with furious, accusatory eyes. He had no place here—
an upir in the forest of the fey. 

There was a sound too, like a whispered song, that reminded Kuluck of the mind-voice 
of the upir: the psychic link that connected all of his kind. But the trees spoke in a language 
that he did not understand and where the upir-mind voice was sharp-edged and cutting, the 
whisper of these spirits was soft and melodic, like muted bells. 

In spite of their exhaustion, neither Blasphemy nor the Interloper wished to make camp 
here amongst these trees that seemed every bit a mausoleum. Kuluck was glad of that, 
although he didn’t say so. 

So they moved through the Ghostwood, Kuluck taking extra care to avoid the branches 
that seemed to turn threateningly towards him. If his companions noticed the trees 
malevolence towards their upir companion they made no comment on it. 

And then: from behind, a sound like the screams of the tortured, the horrendous grinding 
of unmechanical stone gears and the zap of crimson lightning where it struck the earth and 
left a scar; not the sound of the fey, but of the storm. 

 

“Run,” said Kuluck and he did not want to have to repeat himself. 

“They cannot have crossed the fey bridge,” Blasphemy said. “They can’t be this close, 
already.” 

“They have dammed the river,” said Kuluck simply. “With bodies.” 

Blasphemy’s eyes shone with tears. “No,” she said and then repeated the word as though 
that would make it so: “No!” 

Thunder broke across the forest with such ferocity that all three of them cowered. A 
warm gust of wind followed the thunder as the storm surged towards them.  

“Run,” Kuluck said again. And this time, they listened.  
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CHAPTER 10 
 

The three ran from a waking nightmare that snapped at their heels. Panic overwhelmed 
them, drowning out all other considerations. The storm chased them: smoky tendrils of 
darkness slipping between the and spreading out in all directions. Dark shapes swooped 
ahead of the storm and nicked their skin like razors.  

Bats. Flitmice. 

Scott’s ankle twisted and he reached out for one of the trees to avoid stumbling. His skin 
was pricked by a sharp branch and a single crimson droplet of blood plunged towards the 
forest floor. One of the bats swooped in and plucked the blood from the air before it could 
strike the ground. 

The raucous pelting of wings bore down on them. The Interloper swung his stick at the 
bats, but there were too many. They darted and swarmed around Scott until Kuluck appeared 
and scooped him up, slinging him across his shoulder. 

“Run!” Blasphemy shouted and although he could not see her, the word seemed to echo 
from the very depths of Scott’s consciousness. It was a base, primal call to action, a hard-
coded genetic response to an ancient evil; the sound of a horn on the battlefield. 

Kuluck set the Interloper down. The bats still came at them, tangling in flesh and hair 
and clothing. Flesh and fabric tore as the creatures swooped on them, all gnashing teeth, 
drunk on the fruit of Lilith’s tree. These were no natural creatures, Scott realised, but 
abberations of nature. 

“Backs against the trees!” Kuluck cried and all three of them stepped back against the 
trunk of a Ghostwood tree. As his back met the wood the Interloper was aware of words 
rising in his mind: whispered softly and in a language he did not understand. 

The bats, completely mad, dove at the trees and skewered themselves on the branches. 
Scott thrust at them with the pointed end of his stick when they came too close. A short 
distance away Blasphemy was producing flames from the palms of her hands—bats fell in a 
circle around her, charred and smouldering. 

“Keep moving!” said Kuluck and they began moving from tree to tree. But the bats kept 
coming—the Interloper felt them all over him, claws raking his flesh, tiny bladed mouths 
seeking exposed skin. He shielded his face with one arm and swung his stick blindly with the 
other. Soon he could advance no longer, but merely shrank down against the trunk of the tree 
he had ended up at. 

Darkness closed in around them and in the distance the sacred Ghostwood began to burst 
into red flame, the trees melting like candles as the storm consumed the forest. Kuluck could 
hear the trees screaming as their sap was turned to boiling poison. 

And there was a new sound: a slow, monotonous beating. The forest grew yet darker as a 
huge shadow loomed above them. Through a gap in his fingers Scott watched as a winged 
monstrosity, scaled and taloned come crashing down upon them. Trees splintered and the 
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ground shook as the beast landed. Kuluck shielded himself with his trenchcoat, lest a stray 
wooden splinter find his heart.  

The hideous winged creature had been impaled by the trees in several places, but that did 
not stop its advance. It swept the trees aside with one twitch of a muscular, winged arm and 
began dragging itself forward. Something living appeared to writhe beneath the black, goose-
pimpled flesh of the creature and its bird-like beak opened to reveal row-upon-row of pointed 
teeth. 

 

Ignoring Blasphemy’s protestations, Kuluck stepped in front of his companions and drew 
his sickle-sword. He knew that he could not best the blood-beast, but perhaps he could hold it 
back for long enough that the others might escape. And then: leaping from the back of the 
creature and landing heavily on the forest floor were dozens of grey-skinned thralls. These 
were the foot-soldiers of the upir army; mindless soldiers wielding cruelly hooked blades. 

Sparks danced from Blasphemy’s fingers as she sent a pillar of coiling flame towards the 
thralls; they scattered and burned. Others rushed for Kuluck and he cleaved them in twain. 
The Interloper ducked as one of the thralls lunged at him and where the thrall’s weapon 
struck the wood the tree bled dark sap. 

The Interloper hit back, impaling the thrall on the end of his stick. The creature did not 
die but remained trapped there as Scott furiously attempted to shake it free. As the creature 
fell loose it collapsed into dust around the Interloper’s feet. 

Now was the time to fight, the Interloper thought to himself; now was the time to die. 

The smell of singed, dead flesh was overwhelming. Crimson lightning crackled overhead 
and a foul breeze, stinking of copper—no, stinking of blood—swept through through the 
forest. Kuluck hacked the thralls into pieces, even as the great winged beast dragged itself 
closer, crushing more trees beneath its hideous bulk. 

And then, from somewhere above: somebody strummed a harp. 

 

The sound was not actually a harp yet sounded so: for it was the vibration of a single 
melodic string. The sound brought with it a bolt of light that quickly faded, but was quickly 
followed by another, another, another, another. Bolts of light streaked across the forest, 
striking the thralls and the beast with alarming, ferocious musicality.  

The Interloper glanced at his companions: Blasphemy’s eyes were wider than he’d ever 
seen them and sparkling blue. For some reason Kuluck had sheathed his sickle and was down 
on his knees, palms flat on the earth in a motion of surrender. 

The blood-beast reared up where it was struck by the light and yet more bats descended 
from the skies, clinging to the creature wherever it bled, gorging themselves on its noxious 
blood. More and more arrows were loosed in a rising crescendo of strings, until the forest was 
ablaze with both light and unlistenable music. 
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Finally, the creature screamed, recoiled and fell thunderously. The bats that were not 
crushed remained attached to its body or flapped drunkenly on the ground, bellies distended. 

Scott did not know how long it took for him to realise that he could no longer hear. 
Figures began to drop down from the trees, genderless and beautiful. They carried the silence 
with them, he realised, draped about them like a shroud. 

One of them came close to Scott and stared into him with brilliant grey-gold eyes. 
Across from him, Scott could see Blasphemy’s mouth was moving, but he not hear what she 
was saying. He tried to speak, but found his own voice too was silent. Panic rose in him. 

The fey who was examining him witnessed these changing emotions play out across 
Scott’s face and turned to gesture to one of the others. Another came up, holding a metal 
triangle in one hand and a small bar in the other. The fey struck the triangle and a single 
resounding note brought sounds flooding back into Scott’s ears. 

“Better?” the fey asked. Scott nodded. 

“This one is most peculiar,” said the one holding the triangle. “He’s… out of sync with 
the others.” 

And then they were distracted by the sounds of a commotion. They turned to see two of 
the fey grappling with Kuluck, dragging him roughly to his feet and pulling his hands behind 
his back. 

“Stop it!” Blasphemy cried out. 

The fey with gold-grey eyes frowned. “I suppose your choice of travelling companions is 
your own, your Highness,” there was a flourish after the words and a bow that Scott could not 
decide was genuine or ironic. 

The fey let Kuluck go: the vampire did not move, but simply stood silent and still, his 
face betraying no emotion. 

“We cannot offer sanctuary to one of his kind,” said another of the fey. 

“No,” said the one with the gold-grey eyes. 

“I understand,” said Kuluck, his voice low. 

“You must!” said Blasphemy. “You can’t send him out into that!” 

For the first time Scott realised that the forest around them had descended into almost 
full darkness, shot through with flickering shadows and flashes of red lightning. Where they 
were standing they seemed to be encased inside some sort of protective bubble, an 
illuminated safe-haven that protected them from the ravages of the storm. 

“Go with them,” said Kuluck. “I will be okay.” Pointedly, he said to Scott: “Keep her 
safe, Interloper.” 

Blasphemy was still protesting as Kuluck walked out of the light. As he passed into the 
forest what little colour the vampire possessed seemed to leech out of him. He was flooded 
by darkness, like an under-exposed photograph and the last that they saw of him was the 
shimmering reflection of blood-steel as he unhinged his blade. 
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Scott was suddenly desperate to follow Kuluck. “We should go with him,” he said to 
Blasphemy. She met Scott’s eye but did not respond. 

“You will not leave before experiencing the hospitality of the fey,” said gold-grey eyes. 
“It is tradition, after all, for royalty and heroes.” 

“Allow me to introduce myself,” the fey continued. “I am Alram-Wim-Suna. Now: you 
will come with us.” 

“Are we being kidnapped?” Scott asked Blasphemy. She did not respond. 
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CHAPTER 11 
 

Alram-Wim-Suna lead Blasphemy and the Interloper through a tunnel of golden light. 
Beyond the tunnel—unprotected by the magical wards of the fey—the forest was sucumbing 
to the storm; trees snapped in half and dark shapes flitted between them. Alram walked ahead 
while four other fey followed behind, keeping their pace relaxed enough that the travellers 
would not assume they were prisoners, but quick enough that they did not dawdle. They wore 
their longbows across their backs. 

Scott, however, had little doubt that they were prisoners. It was hard to tell how he felt 
about this as the alternative would have seen them out in the storm, but at least then they 
would have Kuluck and his sickle-sword to protect them. The Interloper wondered if the 
vampire was even still alive; Blasphemy knew that he was. 

They soon came to an enormous tree, hollowed-out through the centre to form a grand 
gateway. The shapes beyond the gateway appeared fuzzy at first, but as they passed beneath 
the massive wooden arch the Feyhaven came suddenly and sharply into focus. 

To Scott it appeared like a living cartoon—though his brain recoiled at the notion such 
that he would not have been able to explain what a cartoon was should anyone have asked. 
Light seemed to flow here like water through invisible tubes, and wherever it went it 
drenched the Feyhaven in colour. 

Huge trees bordered the grove and a staggering number of branches reached back and 
forth between them. The branches of the trees were each as wide as a road and each housed 
huts and houses. Fey sat at the very edges of the branches with their legs dangling over the 
edges, untroubled by the height. 

Orbs of colour drifted and darted through the air like motes of dust: these were the 
elementals over which the fey had mastery. And, as in a children’s story, a great number of 
animals had also sought refuge in the Feyhaven. Scott spied a three-horned stag and a deer, 
rabbits and squirrels and even a lazy badger that was rolling on its back. A wolf padded 
forward and Scott became tense, but the wolf stopped to gently nuzzle the palm of Alram’s 
hand. The fey smiled warmly at the creature and scratched beneath its chin. 

“We have offered refuge to as many as we can,” said Alram-Wim-Suna. “I fear, 
however, that whatever protection we can provide may be short-lived.” 

They did not have a chance to enquire further for another fey came forward to introduce 
themselves. Their name was Imre-Carl-Sigi, there was a certain gentleness to the way in 
which Imre moved when compared to Alram, but when they smiled it was a genuine smile 
that helped put both Blasphemy and the Interloper at ease; at least temporarily.  

“Imre will show you to your lodgings,” Alram told them. “There you may bathe, eat and 
rest. Tomorrow we have much to discuss.” 

As Imre lead them away Scott found himself looking up at the fey who sat and stared 
down at them from the high branches. “You’ll have to excuse them,” Imre said with a flick of 
brown hair and a bemused smile. Imre’s eyes were green shot through with flecks of gold and 
incredibly beautiful. “We have not had human visitors in over a century.” 
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They were taken alongside one of the giant trees and ascended a wooden staircase that 
spiralled around the trunk. Thankfully the guest rooms were amongst the lowest in the 
Feyhaven, for seeing the fey up high in the trees made Scott feel dizzy. 

Imre showed them into a room shaped entirely out of wood and only dimly lit by what 
appeared to be a jar of fireflies resting on a shelf. There were two flat mattresses on the floor 
and folded blankets resting atop the beds. Without warning the Interloper’s eyes filled with 
tears at the sight of those mattresses. For weeks now—perhaps longer—his body had been 
punished from using the uneven forest floor as a bed. 

Another doorway lead through the back of the room, covered by beads hanging from 
strings. “There is a spring,” Imre told them, motioning at the doorway. “Wash and ease your 
wounds. Do not fear the elementals—they can be mischevous, but will do you no harm.” 

Then Imre left them alone. “Are we safe here?” the Interloper asked Blasphemy after a 
moment.  

“This is probably the safest place in the forest,” Blasphemy said. She was already 
removing the belongings stashed about her person and laying them out neatly on the floor: 
flint and knives and pouches of herbs (mostly dried chara in various shades of green). Then 
she was plucking at the knots that held her scrappy red dress together.  

Scott flushed and looked away before voluminous dress could fall to the floor; 
Blasphemy, unclothed, was already passing through the beaded archway. 

“Coming, Interloper?” she beckoned from beyond the doorway. 

Scott’s hands trembled as he fumbled with his own clothes: stained with dirt and blood, 
frayed and torn. He left his blue undershorts on, though they were so threadbare that he 
thought they might fall apart in the water anyway. He looked at his clothes where he had 
piled them beside Blasphemy’s and realised, for the first time, just how savage in appearance 
they must have looked to the fey. 

He passed through the doorway of beads and gasped as the view robbed him of his 
breath. A turquoise pool glowed luminously, filled by a waterfall above. Orange lights, like 
the bright embers of a campfire darted in and out of the spray, warming the water before it hit 
the pool. Steam rose from the wellspring in heady curtains, combined with the fragrance of 
wildflowers that clustered around the edges of the water. 

Blasphemy had already descended into the pool, her body merging with the gentle rise 
and fall of the water. Her long dark hair clung wetly to the pale skin of her back.  

Scott stepped into the water and it made his skin tingle where it touched. The Interloper 
felt giddy as the soreness in his muscles began to melt away. He leaned back against the 
pulsing currents of the water as they kneaded away his pain. 

Blasphemy stood with her back to him, appearing through the steam as a faded shadow. 
The elementals danced around her and the Interloper was enthralled by her. Momentarily 
Scott became dizzy. Blasphemy turned towards him and he could feel her, he realised, 
although they were not touching. Her mere presence closed in on him like the insubstantial 
feeling of the water. 
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Blasphemy smiled. It was a true smile, perhaps the first she had ever shown him. Scott 
lost all ability to think. His entire body felt as though it were vibrating. The water bubbled 
and foamed all around him. But then, embedded deep in Blasphemy’s beauty—somehow 
intrinsically connected to it—Scott sensed overwhelming sadness. The sensation flooded him 
like a tsunami of cold water, instantly clearing his mind and returning him to his senses. 

He loved her, he realised. That was as evident as any fact had ever been. But far apart 
from anything romantic he felt a powerful need to protect her. Kuluck’s words rang in his 
ears and beneath the water his hands had balled themselves into fists.  

Blasphemy moved past him. She touched him gently on the shoulder and Scott’s skin 
tingled. Then she stepped out of the water and was obscured by steam, once more a fading 
shadow until she vanished through the doorway of hanging beads. 

The Interloper remained in the water a while longer, floating amidst the undulating foam. 
The water had healed many of his wounds. Even in his ankle only a dull stiffness remained. 
As he finally stepped out from the water he was alarmed by a swarm of elementals that began 
to dance around him. Air and heat combined to caress his skin, such that he was dry even 
before he stepped through the beaded archway. 

Blasphemy was waiting for him, clad in a simple dun robe. She handed him another. All 
of their belongings, including their clothes, had been taken by the fey. 

“Come sit,” said Blasphemy. “There’s food.” 

 

They sat across from each other on the low mattresses and ate from a tray piled high with 
bread and fruit and cheese and nuts. There were wooden bowls containing noodles steeped in 
broth and steamed, seasoned vegetables. There were the crispy spiced bodies of insects and a 
salad made from shredded green leaves and topped with a bitter, yet not unappealing, 
dressing. 

Despite the exotic appearance of the food, every morsel was delicious. The brittle insect 
shells crunched satisfyingly and the noodle soup was infused with rich flavours that were 
simultaneously sweet and spicy. The green leaves of the salad provided a palate cleansing 
counterpoint to the fullness of the other flavours. 

When they had finished Blasphemy placed the empty tray away from the mattresses. One 
of the fey quickly appeared to take it away. Now Blasphemy lay down on the mattress across 
from Scott, watching his chest as it rose and fell. He was already sound asleep. 

“Rest well, Interloper,” she whispered with a smile; yet the sadness in her eyes persisted. 
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CHAPTER 12 
 

Beyond the influence of the magics that safely swaddled Blasphemy and the Interloper, 
the blind vampire Kuluck stalked through the forest. The landscape had been transformed by 
the storm—Kuluck did not need to see it to sense that it was so.  

On his own he could travel far more quickly than with his human companions. He took 
great leaping strides through the forest until he came to a parting of the trees where warm 
gusts of the northwind, reeking of blood, touched the cold, waxen skin of his face. 

The warm air was produced by the upir’s machines, Kuluck knew. The city of Shadrath 
itself thrummed with the same vibrations that now hung in the air. That it should come to 
this: that the upir should spill out of the mountains and spread that cloaking darkness across 
the land… Kuluck shook his head, it was beyond imagining; it was happening. 

Kuluck sensed Alram approaching and his hand moved to the hilt of his blade. 

“I mean you no harm,” said Alram as he came to stand alongside Kuluck. “I was merely 
hoping two creatures as old as us might speak a while.” 

“How old?” asked Kuluck. 

“More than seven-hundred years, as man counts them,” Alram answered. 

“Then you are far older than I,” said Kuluck. He kept his hand on the hilt of his blade, 
but relaxed his grip. 

“And yet you are far older than your companions believe you to be,” said Alram. 

“It’s easier for them,” said Kuluck.  

For a time the two of them said nothing and simply stood—a figure of darkness and a 
figure of light, both silhouettes drowned in shadow against the bloody clouds. Bats circled 
through the skies; as well as larger winged creatures.  

“The world is dying,” said Kuluck.  

“Not even the traditions will protect us for much longer,” said Alram. 

Red lightning crackled at the edge of the forest, an intricate lattice that caused several 
trees to immediately burst into flame. The trees crumpled from the blasts, and collapsed in on 
themselves as the storm consumed their life essence. To Kuluck the scene was just as vivid as 
it appeared to Alram—each scent and sound forming coloured threads that wove together a 
tapestry of vision in his mind. 

“The Greywater runs red,” said Kuluck.  

“As it is prophecied,” said Alram. “Fewer than five hundred fey remain—most have 
already joined with the forest.” 

He was speaking about the ghostwood trees. If Kuluck listened carefully he could still 
hear them. Amid the smell of charcoal and burning wood, through the incessant crackle of the 
lightning, the hypnotic spirit voices of the fey issued forth from those trees the storm had not 
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yet touched. They were singing and although Kuluck did not understand the words of the 
song, he knew by the tone and timbre that it was a dirge. And even from those trees that had 
been burnt and blackened—some vibration of life yet remained beneath the soil, preserved in 
the roots of the trees. Perhaps, one day, the forest might be able to regrow itself. 

“Would you truly be so eager to become a tree?” Kuluck asked. 

“It is said there is no greater joy than the Merging,” Alram told him. “As we return to the 
soil that birthed us we live on in the rustle of the leaves and the whispers on the wind.” 

“Is there any choice?” 

“Seldom chosen,” said Alram. “We may don the grey mantle and become mortal: if we 
wish.” 

“If only I could do the same,” said Kuluck. 

For a few moments they stood quietly again, before Alram finally asked: “The girl?” 

“She knows little and understands even less,”  

“You care for her greatly.” 

“I do what I can to protect her,” said Kuluck. 

“You love her.” 

Silence. Silence and yet so much noise: the wind and the trees and the rustling leaves. 
The distant rumble of thunder and the rattling armour of an approaching army. Metal 
scraping against metal. Metal scraping against bone. So many screams. 

“Love?” said Kuluck. “I do not know the meaning of such a word.” 

The warm winds of apocalypse gusted over them.  
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CHAPTER 13 
 

Blasphemy and the Interloper awoke languidly the next morning. Breakfast was already 
laid out for them: squares of spiced cake and berries and plums. Again they ate without 
speaking until the entire tray was bare. 

Their clothes had been cleaned and returned to them (though many stains remained as 
testament to their journey). The clothes had been patched up and reinforced where possible. 
Blasphemy’s tools had been neatly arranged alongside her clothing, some of the items 
replaced—including a sharp folding knife and fresh water-skins. Scott’s splintered stick, 
however, was conspicuously absent. 

They dressed, only now beginning to feel some of the aches and pains returning. But 
these sensations of pain were dim, almost like memories; their time in the wellspring and 
their night of rest had restored them greatly.  

Imre appeared, bearing steaming cups of honeyed chara. The honey cut through the 
bitterness of the leaves and made the drink far more pleasant. “Come outside when you are 
ready,” Imre told them. 

Blasphemy drank the chara quickly while the Interloper sipped slowly at his. 

“Wait,” he said. 

The Interloper did not know what awaited them once they left this room, but felt certain 
that this moment would be the last experience of comfort he would have for some time. As 
such, he intended to cherish it. 

Blasphemy’s blue eyes bored into him. She waited for him to finish. 

 

Outside, Imre lead them upward another spiral wooden staircase and across a long, wide 
walkway. Fey stood about watching them wherever they went. Scott glanced down only once 
and resolved not to do it again—the sight of the forest floor gave him vertigo. The walkway 
intersected with another, each leading higher until they were surrounded on all sides by thick 
foliage. There they entered into the hollow of what must have been the largest tree in the 
forest. Alram awaited them, surrounded by a nimbus of light. 

“Friends,” he said. Beyond Alram rose a series of wooden steps, culminating at an 
enormous carved throne. Atop the throne sat a figure as still as a statue. Atop the figure’s 
head was an ornate silver helmet, cast in the shape of a great pair of antlers.   

“You come before Odalis-Alram-Endrik-Volkar,” Alram continued: “Last of the four-
named.” 

“I bid you welcome,” said Odalis, behind the shadows of the helmet their eyes were 
azure and sparkled with all the energy of the forest. The magic here was theirs to control.  

Blasphemy bowed in a low curtsey. The Interloper, after a hasty moment of indecision, 
attempted the same. From the edges of the throne room came the melodic laughter of at least 
a dozen fey that the Interloper had not noticed. 
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“Perhaps it is I who should be bowing,” said Odalis, looking pointedly at Blasphemy. 

“I am no royalty,” Blasphemy said. 

“A false Queen in Shadrath, no doubt,” said Odalis. “Yet royalty nonetheless. Tell me 
girl—what of your father?” 

“My father was a drunkard and a tanner of hides,” said Blasphemy flatly. There was 
something about the way she spoke the words that made it clear she had said them many 
times in the past. “He fell upon my mother without consent. Of him: she remembered only 
the stench.” 

Odalis did not flinch. “And you, Interloper. If such a thing is possible, you are an even 
more unlikely guest. For it seems that you do not belong in this world at all.” 

The Interloper did not know what to say and so he said nothing. 

“The time of the fey is in its twilight,” Odalis went on after a time. Each word they spoke 
was sombre, a deep note, a low beat. “It has been our honour to grant the hospitality of the 
fey one final time.” 

“We thank you for your kindness,” said Blasphemy. 

“Do you submit yourself openly and honestly and vow to speak the truth in order to 
receive the boon of the fey?” the words sounded rehearsed, as though Odalis had spoken 
them many times before, though in truth this was only the third time during his rule that the 
ancient creed had been invoked.  

“I do,” said Blasphemy, head bowed. She prodded the Interloper and he hastily said the 
same. 

“Then tell me: what of the stone?” 

“I don’t have it,” said Blasphemy. “I left it in the care of one who I trust absolutely.” 

There was an imperceptible flash of comprehension in Alram’s eyes that not even Odalis 
saw. 

“A pity,” Odalis. “Let us hope the vampire survives long enough to return it to you. I 
cannot say that I am not disappointed. I would have liked to have seen the thing: I am quite 
enamoured with artefacts of that age.” 

“So is the Arcane vampire,” said Blasphemy, not even attempting to hide the sting in her 
voice. “He is attempting to destroy the world in an attempt to get it back. But he shall not 
have it.” 

Odalis linked his hands together on his lap. “Why did you come to us?” he asked. 

“We did not seek out the Feyhaven,” said Blasphemy. “We were merely fleeing the 
storm,” 

“In that… you have failed,” said Odalis. “The Greywater runs red.” 
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“As it is prophecied,” said Alram, his voice barely a whisper. 

“We seek the Oracle,” Blasphemy went on. “Beyond the Gladiatrix and the Watchtower 
and the Valley of the Shadow.” 

The Interloper had never been told where they were going and so he mused on the words 
as Blasphemy said them. He found no meaning in them that he could comprehend. 

“And you, Interloper…” Odalis turned to Scott. “Are you to accompany her on this 
journey? Will you see the witch safely to Elysium?” 

Elysium. Scott had no idea what the word meant, but he would go where Blasphemy 
went. 

“Yes,” Scott said firmly. “At least, I mean to try.” 

Again Odalis nodded and something like a smile came onto their face. “In order to aid 
you, we shall grant you the boon of the fey: a gift befitting a hero of legend.” 

Scott’s skin suddenly felt as though it were covered by a thousand crawling insects. 
Never had he felt so much an Interloper; he was certainly no hero. Mostly he was just 
confused. 

Imre returned. In their hands was a polished length of wood with a sharp-tipped point: a 
spear. The wood was grey-white and it gleamed, clearly the weapon had been fashioned from 
one of the ghostwood trees. 

“We offer you the limb of our ancestor, Malek-Tjard-Utta-Vasst-Evert. Cast off willingly 
such that you may survive the final leg of your journey. Wield it well, Interloper. And know 
that Malek travels with you in the grain of the wood.”  

Imre indicated that the Interloper should take the spear. He reached out and gripped it 
with both hands. Immediately a chorus of whispers rose up in his consciousness—the essence 
of Malek-Tjard-Utta-Vasst-Evert—some lingering echo of his soul. And then, before he was 
even aware that he was doing so, the Interloper raised the spear above his head, twirled it 
expertly and planted the blunt edge loudly against the floor of the throne room. 

The spear thrummed in his hands, coursing with ancient energy. The weapon seemed 
eager to fight. “You honour me,” said the Interloper after a moment or two of fumbling for 
words and Blasphemy sighed with relief. 

“The storm might have caught up to you,” said Odalis. “But there are ways through the 
forest that remain secret to all but the fey. Using them you may regain some separation from 
those who are pursuing you. Alram will show you the way.” 
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CHAPTER 14 
 

As they left the Feyhaven they were given gifts by almost every member of the fey that 
they passed: tightly-bundled bedrolls and dense squares of cake wrapped in waxen leaves: 
just a single bite would sustain them for an entire day, they were told. 

Alram guided them through another hollowed-out tree and once more they found 
themselves in that illusory garden in which they had found themselves lost. Alram treaded the 
paths with confidence, leading them in what seemed like never-ending circles and loops. 

Once Scott glanced back at the way they had come and saw that the forest had taken on a 
strange appearance like the reflections in a curved mirror. The sensation was unsettling. 

“Don’t look back,” Alram told him. A short time later he lead them out of the garden and 
into the forest proper. With those last final few steps all of the colours in the forest changed—
the golden-tinged light faded and was replaced by muted reds and browns. 

Alram walked them to the very edge of the forest where they were greeted by the fading 
light of a sad afternoon. Before them spread undulating hills, already swathed in shadow by 
the setting of the sun. 

The trees at the edge of the forest were shedding their leaves. And the sky above was, as 
yet, a soft, washed-out shade of orange. Somehow, Alram had brought them ahead of the 
storm: though to the north it was still visible, bristling against the horizon. Directly ahead of 
them, beyond the hills, they could see a city resting beside a sparkling blue lake. Some 
distance away, to the south, loomed the pyramidal shapes of the mountains that marked their 
destination.  

“What about Kuluck?” said Scott, suddenly afraid that the vampire would not be able to 
find them. 

“He’ll find us,” said Blasphemy. 

And—sure enough—Kuluck was already there. Blasphemy rushed into his arms and 
shouted his name and he lifted and swung her around before setting her down again. The 
sight of their reunion made something twang painfully within the Interloper like the 
discordant string of an untuned guitar; but the feeling was quickly replaced by relief that the 
vampire had returned to them. 

“The city is Logsor,” Alram said, pointing to the city. “It is the last human settlement 
before the Watchtower.” After a moment, he added: “Beware the Watchtower, Interloper, 
dark magic yet lingers there and it… may recognise you.” 

Scott wanted to ask questions, but he did not know which to ask first. Then Blasphemy 
was thanking Alram and he was nodding and bowing and then stepping away, vanishing 
somewhere into the space between the wind and the trees. 
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The three of them stood on the hilltop for a while in silence as Blasphemy and the 
Interloper took in the view. Kuluck waited patiently behind them, crimson trenchcoat 
flapping in the wind. 

“How long before the storm reaches the city?” asked Scott, breaking the silence at last. 

Blasphemy studied the tendrils of dark cloud crawling slowly towards the city. “A matter 
of days?”  

“Then we should move quickly,” said Kuluck. 

The Interloper barely heard them, instead finding himself transfixed by the large, slowly 
turning windmill at the edge of the city beside the lake. No doubt the inhabitants of the city 
had seen the storm on the horizon. Were they afraid? He doubted they would comprehend the 
terror until the storm was actually upon them and then it would be too late; Logsor, too, 
would fall.  

“Interloper?” Blasphemy had to wave a hand in front of his face in order to get his 
attention. Without realising, Scott had been standing for several moments, grinding the base 
of his spear into the soil at his feet. 

“We should go there,” he said. “We should help them.” He was vaguely aware that the 
spear—Malek’s gift—was exerting some subtle influence on him. It was not controlling his 
thoughts, but it was helping to guide them, like subtle encouragement from a worldly mentor. 

“We… can’t,” said Blasphemy. 

“Without us, they will all die,” said Scott. He swung the spear back and forth between 
his hands. “Would you have that on your conscience, as well as the rest?” 

“I am not responsible for the deeds of the upir,” said Blasphemy, eyes downcast. 

“I think the Interloper is right,” said Kuluck suddenly. Scott noticed with amazement that 
not only had the vampire agreed with him, but was actually smiling. 

Blasphemy could not find words with which to argue against something that she knew 
was right. “Then we will die along with them,” she said at last, meekly. 

“No,” said the Interloper curtly. “We will save Logsor and then we will see you safely to 
Elysium.”  

Now Kuluck’s smile was broad enough that his fangs were plainly showing. 

“Well then,” said the vampire. “It looks like we have one last chance to be heroes before 
the world ends.” 
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CHAPTER 15 
 

They crossed the low hills heading towards the city of Logsor. Each time as they 
descended into the valleys the town would become hidden from view only to reappear again 
when they crested the next hill. The city looked idyllic, the sails of the large windmill turning 
gently against the backdrop of the sparkling lake that reflected a sky full of stars. 

It was not long before a voice called out at them: “Halt!” 

A woman with long, untamed hair rushed down the hill towards them. Two others 
followed her, moving more carefully than she: a skinny man and a woman with hair cut 
straight at the length of her shoulders.  

The wild-haired woman met them first and wasted no time unsheathing her blade and 
waving it threateningly at the travellers: “Friend or foe?” she said, eyeing them warily. 

“Calm yourself, Ragna,” said the skinny man, pausing beside her to catch his breath. The 
other woman arrived as well and Scott noticed that—aside from her hair—she looked so 
similar to the other woman that they must be sisters. Once he had regained his breath the man 
stood up to his full height, which was almost as tall as Kuluck, and repeated Ragna’s 
question: “Friend or foe?” 

Ragna bristled. She had not sheathed her blade and instead pointed it between each of 
them in turn. “They’re demons, Hod. Look at that one.” 

That one, of course, was Kuluck. Moving with excrutiating slowness, the vampire 
unhooked the scabbard from his belt and placed it on the ground at his feet. The Interloper 
wondered if it irked the vampire, continually having to lay his weapon down; but in truth 
Kuluck was relieved. 

Ragna stomped her foot. “The girl is a witch in cahoots with dark forces if I’ve ever seen 
one. Who wears a dress like that…” she trailed off, noting one or two autumnul leaves that 
had become tangled in Blasphemy’s hair. “Who wears a dress like that… into the forest?” 

Blasphemy smiled, already she admired Ragna’s audacity. Scott looked back and forth 
between his companions—Kuluck with his blank white eyes and flared trenchcoat, 
Blasphemy in her tattered crimson dress—and conceded that the both of them did indeed look 
like demons. 

“There is truth in your words,” said Kuluck. “Yet I will kneel here until the sun rises if it 
would please you.” 

“We are merely travellers,” said Blasphemy. 

To the north the storm flickered and pulsed and crept closer to the city. 

“We are here to help,” said the Interloper, speaking for the first time. 

“Who are you?” said Ragna and the tip of her blade wavered mere inches from Scott’s 
nose. He noticed that the sword seemed to have been forged of a high-quality metal, it had 
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been heavily polished and was sharp at the tip. He fought the urge to take a step backwards, 
but nor could he focus on the tip of the blade where it hovered too close to his eyes. 

“We’ve been wondering the same thing,” said Kuluck. 

“Are you their servant?” Ragna asked the Interloper. Scott was not entirely sure, but he 
thought that she might be showing the hint of a smile. 

“I am the Interloper,” said Scott and at that moment a strong breeze found its way 
between the curves of the hills and washed over them all. Scott’s eyes sparkled in the night, 
reflecting the stars as the lake did. 

Malek’s gift lurched suddenly in Scott’s hands and his feet dragged in the soil as he 
attempted to control of the spear. Before he could stop himself, he struck out at Ragna’s 
wrist, disarming her with a single, perfectly placed strike. Her sword fell unceremoniously to 
the grass. 

“Interloper!” Blasphemy chastised him. 

“Disarm at once!” said Hod, stepping in front of Ragna to protect her. Hod’s hand went 
to the hilt of his sword, but he seemed reluctant to draw it. 

“Stop,” said the other woman, speaking for the first time. Ragna picked up her sword and 
scowled, wiping the blade against the coarse thread of her pants. “Stand down, Hod. Did you 
hear what he calls himself? Say it again: strange man.” 

“I’m the Interloper,” said Scott. 

“First his star will vanish from the sky,” intoned Celia, who was indeed Ragna’s sister. 
Ragna and Hod both looked reflexively north where the storm had obscured many stars from 
view. Hod wiped at his face with the palm of his hand; but incredulity could not be wiped 
away as easily as sweat. 

“Then he will walk among them,” Celia finished: “As an Interloper.” 

“What’re you..?” 

“They’re talking about Sirius, Interloper,” said Blasphemy. “The brightest star in the 
North.” 

“Words, words, words,” said Ragna, though it was clear that she was having trouble 
convincing herself. “Just words. We’ll be lucky to even get words on our gravestones once 
the storm reaches us.” 

It rained, those words intruded again on Scott’s thoughts. They were also just words. 

Celia stepped forward to inspect Scott more closely. She reached up with one hand and 
gently touched his face. “Sister…” she said. “I think he’s here to save us.”  

Scott felt tears on his cheeks that he could not explain. 

 

They were marched towards Logsor with Ragna and Hod at their backs. Neither had their 
weapons drawn. Celia walked alongside, speaking with them as the city grew closer. 
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Scott had noticed that he clothing and armour worn by their captors all appeared sturdy 
and well-made. Hod wore a helmet that would not look out of place on a battlefield and he 
felt sure that the blade he had not been willing to draw was in as good condition as Ragna’s. 

 Logsor, it seemed, was well-stocked… and not planning on giving their city over 
without a fight. Yet despite the quality of their gear they walked in a way that betrayed the 
fact that they were not trained fighters. Hod, especially, seemed uncomfortable. Celia—
whose only weapon was a dagger at her waist—bemused. Ragna alone seemed willing to 
wield her blade. 

“Your equipment,” said the Interloper. “It’s quite impressive.” 

Ragna tried not to look pleased, but hastened her step so that she was walking beside the 
Interloper. She drew the blade partway out of its scabbard and the metal glinted like blue 
silver. “It is khef,” she said as though it were a word he should understand. 

“It means edge, Interloper,” said Kuluck. “It is what the Knights Orbis called their 
swords.” 

“Aye,” said Hod. “For centuries it was Logsor’s great honour to fashion and forge 
weapons and armour for the Knights.” 

“What happened?” the Interloper asked. It seemed as though an army of knights would 
prove useful against the approaching army. But his question was the wrong question and 
caused all three of Logsor’s inhabitants to look at him strangely. 

“He hit his head,” said Blasphemy with a shrug and that seemed to placate them for now. 

 

They soon came to Logsor’s western wall where a small wooden door was set amongst 
unevenly-sized stones. Hod rapped on the door three times with his knuckles and a small 
wooden slot opened up, wizened eyes peering through. “We’re back,” he said. “And we come 
with refugees,” 

The slot slid closed again and for a moment there was silence. Then the door opened and 
a short, stocky woman ushered them inside. “We’re already bursting and you find more 
stragglers, Hod? Well we can’t very well leave them outside, can we?” As Kuluck ducked to 
pass through the door, she added: “My, my—you’re an impressive one.” 

The old woman closed and bolted the door behind them and then placed a wooden stool 
back below the slot that she could stand to look through the slot should anyone else knock. 

Inside the walls, Logsor was a hive of activity. The cobbled streets were teeming with 
people clad in everything from rags to fine robes. Children ran about chasing one another, 
while others sat staring off into horrific memories that only they could see. 

None of the buildings were more than two storeys high, but they were clustered 
alongside the streets in great abundance. Some, which had previously stood empty, had 
already been claimed by refugees from Alden. 

The tension was palpable. People rushed about delivering armfuls of weapons and 
arranging them on tables. Others were inspecting arrows and re-stringing bows. Yet more 
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were handing out loaves of bread to hungry, glaze-eyed children with grubby faces and bare 
feet. 

“Memnon will want to speak to you,” said the stout old lady who had let them in. She 
eyed up the newcomers and added: “Though I suppose it can wait until morning. Are you 
hungry?” 

The Interloper’s stomach grumbled. It had not been long since he had feasted on the food 
provided to them by the fey, but it seemed that it had only left him wanting more. 

Ragna, Celia and Hod accompanied them to a large inn on a street corner. The inn leant 
at an angle as though it might fall over at any moment, but clearly it had not toppled yet. The 
interior of the inn was dark, though a fireplace blazed in one far corner. Dozens of people 
huddled around crowded tables and the scent of food wafted out across the room. 

Hod cleared away space for them to sit on a low bench beside a long table and Ragna 
went off to find them something to eat. All around them people spoke in rushed murmurs; 
nobody paid the newcomers any heed.  

“Tell me about these Knights,” the Interloper asked Celia. “Tell me about Sirius.” 

“He knocked his head, remember?” said Blasphemy, though by the tone of her voice all 
could tell she was not committed to that lie. 

It was Hod who spoke up instead of Celia: “It was the charge of the Knights Orbis to 
defend the Watchtower,” he said. “Which stands before the Valley of the Shadow and… what 
lies beyond.” 

“Elysium,” said Scott. 

“Yes,” said Celia, her eyes catching the light from the distant fireplace. “And the Orb.” 

“The Orb?” Scott noticed a sideways look from Blasphemy but kept speaking. “What 
happened to them? I have heard…” he trailed off for a moment, then said: “I have heard 
there’s evil in the Watchtower.” 

Hod shifted, looking uncomfortable. Celia too was silent. Eventually, it was Blasphemy 
who offered an explanation: 

“There are many stories about what happened to the Knights,” she said. 

“Nonsense!” said Ragna appearing at the table somehow managing to carry several 
bowls of stew at the same time. Steam rose from the bowls. She began placing them down on 
the table, including one in front of Kuluck. He shifted it aside and Hod eagerly claimed it as 
his second.  

“There is only one story,” Ragna said as she sat down. “Sirius killed them all.” 

Scott picked up the bowl with his hands but burnt his lips on the stew. He slowly 
returned the bowl to the table. Steam continued to rise from the hearty mixture of stringy 
meat and old vegetables. 

“He killed them?” Scott asked. 
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“That is why… when he returns… he will come seeking redemption,” said Celia, 
stumbling over her words. Then pointedly she asked: “Do you seek redemption, Interloper?” 

 “Stop filling his head with nonsense,” said Ragna thumping the table. “Please excuse 
my sister, she seeks miracles in haystacks, I’m afraid.” 

They finished their bowls of stew and then Hod showed them to some private lodgings 
near to the lake. The room was small and empty save for beds and blankets. Scott was eager 
to sleep and readily wrapped himself up. At the entrance to the room he could hear 
Blasphemy speaking to Kuluck, but not make out the words. Something changed hands 
between them—no doubt the stone that both the wolves and the fey had sought. Were they 
always switching it back and forth between them in order to keep it hidden? Would they ever 
trust him with it? 

And then, again, the exhaustion of the past weeks combined with the fullness of his belly 
and the Interloper went to sleep. 
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CHAPTER 16 
 

The wind was fierce. It pushed Kuluck’s long hair away from his face and flattened the 
collar of his trenchcoat. Slipping out of Logsor had been far too easy—tomorrow he would 
inform them about the many weaknesses in their defences. Now he strode away from the city 
along a wide path of tightly packed dirt. He walked directly towards the churning red and 
black of the storm. The Arcane Vampire knew that he was coming, his voice clear in 
Kuluck’s mind: 

Return. Return. Return. 

It was not the first time he had heard those words. Each day, as the storm came closer the 
voice had become clearer; and they were not only words, but commands to which he should 
have been bound. But whatever thrall the Arcane Vampire might once have held over Kuluck 
Lars-Versthaven had been broken in the cave where they had shackled him and sentenced 
him to death by sunlight.  

On the first morning he had watched through the gash in the stone as the sun had risen. 
He had watched that deadly, blazing, beautiful orb rise up from the horizon like an old God 
and drench the Wastelands with its light. The sight sent bloody tears streaming down his 
cheeks, even as his vision was burned away. But he had lived. And each day as the sun rose 
and illuminated that tiny cell in the side of the mountain, he had continued to live. 

He did not know how much time had passed before the mind-scream of the Arcane 
Vampire had roused him from his torpor. His first thought was that it had been a lingering 
death-scream, but shortly afterwards he had been able to sense that the Arcane’s power still 
held. 

It was not until Blasphemy found and unchained him that he understood: the witch had 
stolen that which the Arcane held most precious—the stone they called the Conduit. 

 

Forged in Hell by Lucifer himself: a stone shaped from the shadow of a fallen angel. 
Contained therein, by magics both implausible and dangerous, a tiny speck of that which 
lingered in the Void, that realm called The Great Dark, or sometimes… Satan. 

Lucifer had created such a object so that he would always be linked to that Great and 
Ancient Power that had lured him from the Heavens with Whispered Temptations. 

But Lilith had stolen the stone from her husband and in an attempt to win it back a war 
between two Hells had ensued. Adamant that he would not have the stone, Lilith cast it into 
the Neverous Ether, that nebulous substance between the worlds. 

It was assumed to have been lost forever. 

 

Kuluck halted his approach between two wheat fields. He could tell by the smell that the 
field was long overdue for harvest. There, on the road between swaying heads of wheat, 
Kuluck held the Conduit up to the storm. 
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The horizon flashed and, although Kuluck did not see it, the light was dimly reflected 
within the polished darkness of the stone. Even Kuluck sensed that red glimmer, for it was 
the most ancient of all things. Far, far away the red light that hung suspended in the Great 
Dark came awake. 

 

Kuluck focussed his mind until it was as sharp as khef. Then he cast his thoughts forward 
like an arrow into the churning maelstrom of darkness.  

Stop this, thought Kuluck and then, both out loud and with his mind-voice: “You can 
have it.” 

Laughter assailed Kuluck, not a joyous sound but a sickly melody. And the Arcane 
Vampire spoke back, directly to him: 

Special one; return to us. 

“I will not!” Kuluck yelled and the storm roared in response. The wheat fields buckled 
under the sudden onslaught of the stinking wind. Behind him, atop the walls of Logsor, those 
keeping watch shielded their eyes against the sudden gust of wind. 

“Take it,” said Kuluck. “Take it and end this.” 

Again: that terrible laughter. And then, the response: 

You will not give me the stone, Kuluck Lars-Versthaven: I will take it. 

Kuluck turned his back to the storm, ignoring its pull on him. The hand holding the 
Conduit was outstretched, rigid, but through strength of will alone he made his elbow bend 
and clutched the stone to his chest. There it pulsed, a dark Satanic heartbeat against Kuluck’s 
cold, unliving chest. 

Raising the collar of his coat to protect him against the wind and keeping his head down, 
Kuluck walked back to the city. 
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CHAPTER 17 
 

“At last,” said a voice that Scott did not recognise. “You are awake.” 

On the bed across from his, where Blasphemy had slept, sat Celia. Beyond the walls of 
their lodgings he could hear the rising, clamourous din of a city preparing for war.  “Your 
friends are already awake,” she told him. “Although… do upir sleep? Ragna has taken him to 
meet with Memnon, our… War Chief, I suppose. Though for a time we called him Mayor. 
And the witch—” 

“Blasphemy,” said Scott, blinking away forgotten dreams. 

Celia nodded. “Hod has taken her to the infirmary, where we prepare salves for the 
injured.” 

“Then it seems I’m not needed,” said Scott, only half-joking. He yawned and stretched 
and his joints cracked loudly. Gingerly, he tested his ankle. There was no pain, but the limp 
would persist for the rest of his lives. 

“Nonsense,” said Celia, wide-eyed. “We need you most of all. I’m taking you to see 
Father Nusri.” 

 

Memnon waited atop the walls. His face was almost entirely covered by wispy white hair 
that flowed down from his sideburns to join directly with his beard and moustache. His eyes 
were dark and deep-set, burrowed beneath a pair of thick eyebrows. They were old eyes, tired 
eyes and yet they were alight with the anticipation of one last battle. 

Ragna had told him about Kuluck the night before, but he was still surprised when he 
saw her leading the creature towards him. Sunlight squinted through the clouds and scattered 
across the pallid skin of Kuluck’s face… but the demon did not burn. 

A curved scabbard hung at Kuluck’s waist, containing what Memnon could only assume 
was a blood-forged blade. And those eyes, empty white orbs, yet he was clearly as sure-
footed as any sighted soldier. This fact did not surprise Memnon much: he had lived long 
enough to know that many men who lost parts of themselves were able to account for it with 
an improvement in their other senses. 

Any upir—even a blind one—was a dangerous creature. It seemed most obvious that 
Kuluck was a spy sent by the advancing army and yet Memnon was still willing to speak with 
him. There was no time to question: he would hear what the vampire had to say and then 
decide how to best deal with him. Guards stood nearby who would not hesitate to draw their 
blades. 

As they reached him Ragna stuttered introductions, but Kuluck was uninterested in 
pleasantries. 

“I slipped out past your guards last night,” said Kuluck. “Between the second and third 
towers. The seventh tower had no guards in it at all and in the fifth the guards were… 
preoccupied.”  
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“It seems you have already become well acquainted with our defenses,” said Memnon, 
bristling. 

“Or the lack of them,” said Kuluck. “Your stockpile of weapons, at least, is impressive. 
Though some are brittle and others intended only for use as training weapons there are 
genuine khef aongst them, as I’m sure you are aware. And those will hurt the enemy when 
they come.” 

“Can you tell us which ones?” 

“Khef polish differently,” said Ragna. “It is not so hard to tell the difference.” 

“Do you mean to tell me you are wasting your time polishing weapons, Ragna?” 
Memnon’s moustache twitched, but no other part of his face moved. 

“If a polish reveals the gleam of silver, then it is not a waste,” said Kuluck. 

Memnon turned away from them and leaned over the wall. The atmosphere was charged, 
the storm was a day or two away: maybe less. Nonetheless, he asked the upir: “When?” 

“Probably sooner than you expect,” said Kuluck. “Do you have archers?” 

“Two dozen good archers, perhaps,” said Memnon. 

“That’s not nearly enough,” said Kuluck, scratching his chin. 

“Well it will have to do,” said Memnon gruffly. “Unless you happen to know where I 
can find more?” 

Kuluck believed that he did—but he would not pin his hopes on it. And it would be 
crueller still to share those hopes with Memnon, slim as they were.  

“They will send bats first and the people must shelter inside,” said Kuluck. “They mean 
to cause panic—and maybe, by chance—slit a throat or two. The archers should not waste 
their arrows firing at flitmice.” 

Memnon nodded. “Seems sensible,” 

“And the fields to the north have not been harvested, am I correct?” 

Memnon shook his head, momentarily forgetting that the upir could not see him do so. 
“As far north as Baylesford,” he said. “Most farms were abandoned at the first whisper of 
trouble. Come the next few months we will be wishing for that grain.” 

Kuluck was not interested in grain. “Tell me, Memnon,” he said. “Are there truly brave 
men within these walls?” 

Memnon took the question as a slight, though it had not been intended as such. 

“Men and women both,” he said through clenched teeth. 

Kuluck’s mouth curved into something that was almost a sneer. He directed the War 
Chief’s attention across the walls, towards the storm. “Do you have anyone brave enough to 
ride towards that?” 
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Memnon leaned heavily against the wall and sighed audibly. He was an old man and his 
back ached. He did not have time for obscure questions. “The answer is: yes, vampire. If you 
have a plan, I would hear it.”  

 

Mona pretended to be busy, which in itself made her even angrier, it was not as though 
there were any lack of jobs to do and she would rather have been doing them instead of 
standing around pretending while she waited for Hod to drag in some witch from the forest 
who had offered to help. 

But what Mona saw when Blasphemy arrived was not what she expected: to call the 
witch beautiful would have been a understatement. And yet that beauty was hidden behind an 
unkempt mane of dark hair and the way she shrank into herself. The girl did not know who 
she was, Mona thought, whoever that might be. 

Within a matter of minutes Mona and Blasphemy were discussing herbs and tinctures—
which ones they had enough of and which would need to be carefully rationed ahead of the 
battle. Blasphemy also urged her to prepare some essence of wolfsbane as a poison for the 
archer’s arrows. 

“But perhaps the first thing you should do is have Hod grease that door so that it no 
longer creaks,” said Blasphemy as Mona opened the door into a room already filled with 
patients. 

“There are so many,” said Mona to Blasphemy. “Some are refugees who fled from the 
north—the things they have seen...” 

Blasphemy offered to help tend to the sick so that Mona could arrange the brewing of 
potions and poisons.  

Mona stayed and watched over her for a while, of course, as Blasphemy changed the 
dressing on young Rafen’s wound (he’d cut himself badly while inspecting the weapons 
stockpile) and settling an rowdy old woman in the far corner of the room with the promise of 
lavender tea (thankfully lavender grew in great abundance around the lake). 

Not long after a girl came rushing in looking for Mona and ran head-long into 
Blasphemy instead. Mona appeared a moment later (and Hod too, come to fix the creaking 
door) as the girl, Shailene, tried to speak: 

“It’s Stefan!” she gasped between breaths. “He’s volunteered… for some hair-brained 
scheme… cooked up by the Chief and some visitor…” her eyes swung to Blasphemy. “Do 
you have anything to do with this?” 

“Calm down, Shailene,” said Mona. Most of the patients were asleep (or pretending to 
be) but the old lady in the corner was sitting up with her lavender tea and watching them 
intently. “This woman has been helping me treat the wounded. She is a friend. Come through 
here and tell us what you are talking about.” 

They all followed Mona into the next room where they sat Shailene down and poured her 
a cup of the lavender tea. 
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“Memnon asked for good riders,” said Shailene between sips. “And Stefan is the best. 
They’re going to ride north into that godforsaken… whatever-it-is. It’s not right, Mona!” 

Blasphemy shuddered at the thought of anyone willingly riding towards the storm. 
Surely Kuluck would not have suggested such a thing. It would take a brave man indeed; or 
one that was extraordinarily foolhardy. 

For a moment Blasphemy found herself staring at the series of glass tubes set up in the 
laboratory. Mona had been working to distill a potent mixture of several herbs, including 
lavender and chara leaf into a high-potency restorative: a potion. For a moment the dripping 
of the liquid between tubes seemed to be in slow-motion as she thought of the storm bearing 
down on them. 

“Whatever the plan, you are right: Stefan is the best,” said Mona. “Whatever he has 
gotten himself into, I have no doubt he will bring himself back to you.” 

The sureness of Mona’s voice struck Blasphemy like stinging nettles. She could not 
bring herself to meet Shailene’s eyes. They had to get away from here, Blasphemy realised; 
the destruction of Logsor was inevitable. She had to find the others. 

“Stay with me,” Mona told Shailene. “You can help us tend to the injured until Stefan 
returns. Running around in a panic does no good for you, nor for anyone else.” 

Shailene nodded and sniffled. Blasphemy turned her back to them, appearing from 
behind like a forest hag, red dress torn, restitched and stained; dark hair wild and untamed. 
When she turned back her eyes were steeled against emotion. 

“Stefan sounds very brave,” she said to Shailene. “Mona is right. He will return to you,” 
the lie pained Blasphemy to speak aloud. 

And then, before Mona had even the chance to say otherwise, Blasphemy was gone. She 
strode away from the infirmary and through the city, seeking her companions. Desperation 
was rising in her, clawing at her every nerve. They needed to be away from here. They 
needed to be away. 
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CHAPTER 18 
 

Celia took Scott to the Shrine of the Orb, a domed building adorned with carvings of 
gods and demons that were either fighting or dancing with one another. Celestial symbols 
were scattered amidst the figures: stars and leaves, hearts and spheres, swirls and geometric 
shapes. 

The interior of the Shrine was dimly lit by only a handful of candles set behind the altar. 
This uncertain light flickered out over rows of empty pews. Beside the altar, the man named 
Father Nusri was standing beside a stone basin, muttering prayers and filling containers with 
water.   

At first he was nothing but a shadow cast in flickering light, but hearing footsteps he 
turned around and drew himself up to full height. He was a large man with a bald head and 
broad shoulders. He could have easily been a fighter if he had not decided to be a priest. He 
smiled at them broadly. 

“Father Nusri,” said Celia bowing her head. “I have brought—” 

“I know who you have brought, child,” said Father Nusri. Using a ragged cloth he wiped 
the holy water from his hands. As he approached Scott his brow furrowed in concern. “You 
poor, poor boy,” he said as he took Scott to sit down on one of the pews at the front row of 
the Shrine. 

As he sat down Scott noticed a bookshelf set against one of the far walls. It was far from 
full but there were at least a dozen books stood up against each other, some bound in leather, 
others more… familiar. Scott felt a sudden surge of energy, utterly inexplicable. He knew 
what books were, he remembered books. 

“Ask him who is he is,” said Celia, her voice wavering. 

Father Nusri sat down beside Scott. “Yes, yes, Celia. You told me the story last night. 
Listen, why don’t you give me a few moments alone to speak with this… Interloper of ours?” 

“Of course, Father Nusri,” said Celia, she was thankful Father Nusri could not see her 
face flush with embarrassment in the dim light. She offered a sort of awkward bow and 
hurried away. The door creaked closed behind her; another that could use a drop of oil. 

“I don’t know what she’s told you,” Scott began. “But I’m not...” 

“No, you’re not Sirius,” said Father Nusri, with not so much as a hint of surprise in his 
voice. “What’s your real name, Interloper? And why don’t you tell me about yourself?” 

“My name is Scott,” he said and his voice wobbled. There was something comforting 
about Father Nusri. The priest placed a large hand on his shoulder. “My name is Scott and 
I…” 

Reality wobbled. Scott’s eyes filled with tears but he blinked them back. He tried to 
make out the titles of the books on Father Nusri’s bookshelf, but he could not. 

“I’m not from here,” said the Interloper. He felt a tear run down his cheek. He felt 
memories from so far away, memories he still could not grasp. He knew that none of this 
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made sense. Looking up at Father Nusri, tears streaking his cheeks, he half-mumbled those 
same words again: “I’m not from here.” 

To his surprise Father Nusri’s expression matched his own. Tears lingered in the priests 
eyes as and he gently squeezed Scott’s shoulder. 

“I understand, m’boy” Father Nusri said. “For neither am I.” 

 

For some reason that admission was equally funny to both men and they began to laugh. 
Within a matter of moments their laughter had turned to barbaric howls of mirth. They 
laughed with tears pouring down their faces until the door to the Shrine creaked open and a 
sombre woman appeared seeking spiritual guidance. 

Scott watched as the priest instantly composed himself and reassured the woman that he 
was not busy. He sat down beside her on a pew that was back a few rows and spoke words of 
comfort to her. Before she left he wet his fingers in the basin beside the altar and sprinkled 
the water atop her head as a blessing. 

When she was gone Father Nusri returned to Scott, except this time he brought a dark 
bottle with him. “Spirits,” he said, flashing Scott a grin. “Not the holy kind,” 

Scott took a swig from the bottle and winced, handing it back to the priest. 

“Let me tell you a secret,” Father Nusri said. “There’s nothing different about holy water 
than regular water, and still they come for it. Thankfully, water is not something that Logsor 
has a shortage of. It is only the faith that makes the difference. I wish I knew what that meant. 
Every day they come seeking answers, Celia among them. She is a sweet girl but she hopes a 
little too hard, I am afraid.” 

Father Nusri took a long swig from the bottle and stared at the wall. 

In Scott’s head an idea was forming, but even one sip from the bottle had dulled his 
thoughts. He was content for a moment to sit in silence. 

Then there was a thunderous hammering on the door and a soldier came bursting in.  

“What is it man?” said Father Nusri, rising from the pew and standing imposingly before 
the altar. 

“The storm draws close,” said the soldier. “Memnon has ordered for you to provide holy 
water as fast as you might bless it, so that we can rain it down upon the demons should they 
come too close.” 

Father Nusri sighed. “Of course,” he said. “Tell Memnon I will begin at once.” 

The soldier stood for a moment shifting from one foot to the other as though uncertain he 
could take the priest at face value. The Interloper took another swig from the bottle, although 
he didn’t need it. When the soldier finally left, Scott glanced across at the tiny stone basin 
where Father Nusri blessed the water. His idea was fully formed now—and utterly ridiculous.  

“Father…” he said. “I think I might have an idea.” 
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Father Nusri looked at Scott, eyes twinkling. “Let’s hear it then.” 

“You said the faith is the thing,” said Scott, searching for the right words. “How much 
water do you think you can bless at once?” 

At that, Father Nusri grinned. 

 

Blasphemy and Kuluck battled through the crowd that was forming beside the lake. 
People were crowded amongst the the fishing boats and the houses and in some places the 
wooden beams of the docks were creaking beneath the weight. Children sat atop the 
shoulders of their parents and others were balanced precariously atop hand-railings. Others 
had clambered onto the rooftops overlooking the lake, in order to get a view of what was 
happening. 

Rumours came through the crowd: the townsfolk spoke of blessings and of something 
more troubling, they spoke of an Interloper. Eventually Blasphemy found her way to a spot 
where she could see the water. She looked down at the two figures standing waist-deep in the 
lake. One of them she did not recognise; the other was Scott. 

 

Scott wobbled in the water. It was cold and dark and he was a little bit drunk. He could 
imagine himself slipping down into it and away from all of this, but he would not. He could 
not let go until he understood his pain; until he found the memories that he sought. 

“Good evening, my friends!” Father Nusri spoke loudly to the crowd. His voice was 
booming, theatrical. It had to be if he wanted to convince them. And he had to convince 
them; after all, faith was the thing. 

“No doubt you have heard whispers that an Interloper walks among us. And tonight I 
can confirm: Sirius has returned!” 

The crowd began to hoot and holler. There were cheers and jeers and some people even 
burst into tears. Various cries came up from the crowd: “praise Sirius” and “Logsor is saved”. 

“We know that a great battle is upon us,” continued Father Nusri, his voice carrying to 
every person in the crowd. The storm crackled and thundered in the north. Its glowing red 
shadow was already reflected in the the lake. It would not be long now. 

“Faith will be our greatest weapon against our enemies,” said Father Nusri. “And it is 
with that faith—your faith—that I hereby bless these waters… in the name of Sirius!” 

At that Scott raised his fist to the sky and again, to the north, thunder rumbled. And then, 
something entirely unexpected happened: the water around Scott became illuminated and 
those threads of light rippled outwards, causing the entire lake to become briefly, blindlingly 
lit against the darkness. 

When the light faded the shapes of the man and the priest remained, etched forever onto 
the minds of those who had witnessed the moment: a miracle. 

Logsor had been blessed. 



 77  

CHAPTER 19 
 

The mood in Logsor turned festive. Kegs of beer were rolled out onto the streets from 
which people could help themselves by dipping their flagons and the streets filled with 
townsfolk toasting to Sirius returned. They danced and they laughed and somewhere an 
instrument began a jaunty tune. 

Beyond the northern gates the storm crackled, whipping up dust and dirt and flinging it 
towards the city walls. 

Blasphemy and Kuluck reached Scott only after the crowd around him began to disperse. 
Scott was reeling from the carousel of faces and handshakes. Father Nusri stood beside him, a 
self-satisfied smile upon his face.  

“You don’t believe this, do you?” Blasphemy asked Scott. 

Scott did not reply, but Father Nusri said: “Truly we witnessed a miracle this night.” 

Not wanting to waste any more time Blasphemy ordered Scott to come with her. The 
Interloper and Father Nusri shared an embrace as they parted. Blasphemy could smell alcohol 
on their breath. 

As they trudged through the city there came a great commotion from the main gate. The 
men atop the walls shouted orders for those below to work the levers required to crank it 
open. As soon as it was wide enough for a horse to pass through four of them entered and the 
gate was hurriedly closed again. 

“How many horses,” said Kuluck and when nobody answered him, he asked her again. 

“Four,” she said and Kuluck’s face went tight. He had told Memnon to send five riders 
into the storm, which meant that one of them hadn’t made it back. At the head of the riders 
was Stefan, atop a magnificent black steed. 

“The fields are ablaze,” Stefan called to one of the soldiers. “From Baylesford to 
Derwent, the fields are ablaze.” 

Stefan all but fell from his horse. Blood ran down his face in parallel lines but none of 
his wounds were serious. Men rushed to place him on a stretcher so that they could transport 
him to the infirmary. Through ragged breaths, he panted: “Where’s Shailene?” 

And then: the bats came. 

 

It was sooner than Kuluck had expected. Dark shapes sliced through the haze above the 
city and descended upon the streets. Kuluck snatched two bats out of the air—one in each 
hand—and crushed the life from them. Scott spiked another with the tip of his spear. 

“Inside!” boomed Hod. His sword was still not drawn. 



 78  

People began to scream. They stepped over one another in their rush to find sanctuary, 
while others bolted doors behind them leaving others outside to claw and scream as the bats 
descended. 

“Quickly,” said Father Nusri, leading them towards the Shrine. He let them through a 
side entrance, fumbling with very old set of keys. Once inside they bolted the door behind 
them. 

Celia was already inside, tending to several injured townsfolk that were draped across 
the pews. The bats beat down on the dome of the Shrine like hail, the sound loud enough to 
drown out the cries of those who remained in the streets as they were swarmed by claw and 
tooth. 

And then the sound stopped. Now and then a lone crunch could be heard as a straggling 
bat completed its death-spiral. 

“Is it over?” Celia spoke in a whisper. 

Kuluck’s eyes were closed and he was muttering incoherently under his breath. 

“What’s he doing?” said Father Nusri. 

“Listening,” said Blasphemy. 

“Not yet,” said Kuluck, blank eyes snapping open. And sure enough another hail of bats 
began to fall upon the city. This wave was even louder than the first, drowning out all sound 
such that they could barely even hear each other speak. 

Scott closed his eyes. Father Nusri was praying. Blasphemy was biting her bottom lip. 
And the bats kept coming, chipping away not only at the facades of the buildings but at the 
sanity of those who cowered within them. In the distance came a hollow boom as a boar that 
had been roasting in the central square exploded into flame. 

And then: silence. Or the nearest thing. 

“It is over,” said Kuluck with certainty. They walked to the front door of the Shrine. The 
dead bats wedged against the door caused blood to smear across the stone step as they 
pushed. Father Nusri appeared with a bucket of holy water to wash the blood away, but there 
was far too much of it. 

 

The streets were silent. Dead bats lay everywhere and the corpses of people as well, 
mutilated and drained. There was blood everywhere, it gathered in lakes and streams between 
the cobblestones. 

“We need to leave,” said Blasphemy soft enough that none could hear except for Kuluck. 
He nodded. 

Ragna appeared, bleeding in several places but not seriously wounded. 

“There’s strangers at the west gate,” she said. “Wielding bows and clad in grey. Their 
leader says he knows you,” at this last she looked at Kuluck. 
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“Let them in!” said Kuluck and when Ragna looked to Father Nusri for approval, he 
nodded. 

They went with Ragna to the gate where Alram and at least two dozen fey were being 
allowed into the city. Alram’s eyes still sparkled with flecks of gold, but the aura of fey 
magic no longer surrounded them. They had forsaken the forest, Kuluck realised, in order to 
become human. 

“We could have scaled the walls,” said Alram, grinning. “But we fancied our chances better 
making a polite introduction.” 

 
But now was not the time for reunions. “We need to go,” said Blasphemy again this time 

loudly enough for all of them to hear. This time it was Ragna who nodded. 

“Take them to the gate,” Ragna said to Hod and they set off at once.  

 

Hod lead them through the city, past many more dead bats and the corpses of those had 
fallen victim to them. An eerie silence had come upon Logsor—although there was no 
shortage of noises, everything sounded muffled somehow; distant. Somewhere a child wailed. 

They came to an unremarkable townhouse in the south of the city where a rusted gate 
had been overgrown by creepers. Hod leant against the gate, but could not get it to budge. 
Kuluck and the Interloper leaned in to help and with a loud creak the gate gave way. 

The overgrown garden continued stood against the southern wall of the city. There, a 
narrow tunnel ran through the bricks and out of the city. There was a locked gate across the 
tunnel, but Hod had the key.  

“Go,” Hod pulling open the gate and motioning at the tunnel. 

Blasphemy entered into the tunnel first, then Kuluck. Only Scott hesitated. 

“Go,” Hod repeated. “Become whoever you are.” 

Scott crawled into the tunnel. 

 

Screams carried to them on the wind as they ran from the city. Malek’s Gift seemed 
restless, the stick trying to wrench itself out of the Interloper’s hands as it sought to rejoin the 
fight. Hills rose before them, sublime in their enormity, dark shadows that shrouded the next 
from view. 

They fled into the darkness.  

Their legs burned and each time they crested a hill they were thankful for the slope on 
the other side. They continued like this for as long as they were able until both Blasphemy 
and the Interloper collapsed onto the grass. Kuluck guarded them while they slept.  

 

He did not wake them until the sun was rising. It had still not reached into the depths of 
the valley where they had slept, but had begun to crown the hilltops with light. 
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They ate small portions of the cake the fey had given them before they set out. Walking 
up the hills was doubly exhausting, so they did not speak. Near to the top Scott glanced back 
at the city. The storm now hovered just beyond Logsor, tendrils of dark cloud appearing to 
seek out the sun. 

It’s too far away, thought Scott. The clouds cannot touch the stars. 

And then they crested the tallest hill yet. Beyond it lay vast fields that formed a 
patchwork of colours: red and purple and gold and green all sewn together and dozens of 
wide dirt roads leading between them. 

“Behold: the Goldsea,” said Blasphemy. “They called it that because the grain here used 
to glow gold beneath the sun. All of these farms were the property of the Knights Orbis.” 

Now the fields were overgrown and untended, accounting for the patchwork appearance. 
Wheat and beanstalks and lavender and red asylium all clamoured for space amongst the 
fields, waging slow and silent war upon one another. 

They joined the first road that they found, which lead them down and through the fields 
and past abandoned farmhouses. The jagged shapes of the mountains loomed on the horizon, 
appearing to Scott like black pyramids; hulking geometries of shadow. 

An unsettling stillness settled across them as they followed the road, the sensation 
growing stronger (and stranger) with each step. Above them, the sky was vast and blue and 
cloudless, but something about it still felt oppressive to the Interloper. That great, vast 
blueness did not match his growing feelings of unease. Or, perhaps, it did. 

It was impossible to tell whether it was the blue sky and the abandoned farms that caused 
the Interloper to feel this way, or if it was something else—something deep inside—to which 
these external shapes gave reflection. 

The mountains were enormous and their sides were worn smooth by countless millenia. 
Silent and grand they sat and watched and waited as the travellers approached. 

This was an ending, the Interloper realised. And although he had no way of proving it he 
knew with absolute certainty that it was the truth. The feeling resonated in him. It vibrated 
and sang and the breeze took his silent song—his song of loss and of being lost and the song 
of an ending—and carried it to the mountains; but the mountains did not care. 

Every step they took was heavy. A drumbeat preceeding the climax. 

And it was not only the Interloper who felt it. 
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CHAPTER 20 
 

The Gladiatrix was ruined. 

They found her in jumbled pieces beyond the last farm. Long ago, thieves had chipped 
the jewels from her sandals and the gold from her skin. Now she was grey, cracked stone, 
lying in pieces. Her head rested away from the other parts of her, staring up at the sky—
imploring the gods to release her from this purgatory. 

Her remains were dwarfed by the mountains and the mountains by their own shadows. 
The fortress was barely visible, hewn as it was from the stone of the mountains themselves. 
In places, winding staircases and windows were visible against the rock, rising up from the 
plains to the tip of the Watchtower itself, perched precariously atop the cliffs. 

The Knights Orbis had stood watch over the Valley of the Shadow, the entrance to which 
was not visible. Scott finally understood that his companions did not know for certain what 
awaited them beyond these mountains—for nobody in living memory had ever seen it or 
returned to speak of it. 

They made a fire and Scott watched it burn low. Kuluck stood away from them, looking 
pained. Scott had not seen him look this way since they had walked alongside the river with 
no way to cross. 

Scott slept for a while, leaning against the pedestal. When he awoke he noticed both 
Blasphemy and Kuluck were missing and set off to find them. His feet crunched loudly on 
the dirt underfoot, seemingly the only sound in the universe: was this a dream? 

It felt like a dream. Scott could only walk slowly. His eyes sought out familiar shapes in 
the darkness and then he saw them. 

At first he was not sure what he was seeing, for they were intertwined like insects such 
that it was impossible to tell if they were eating each other or mating; such is the gross 
intimacy of life and death. 

Kuluck’s face was half-hidden by Blasphemy’s long hair, but as the Interloper found 
them the vampire looked up. Those sightless eyes locked onto him. Kuluck’s mouth was open 
and blood was pouring down his chin. Blasphemy was bent over before him, neck bared. The 
marks of fangs were clearly visible against her pale skin. She was not resisting. 

The Interloper could not say why, but the sight broke him. A wave of heat rose from his 
feet to his face and turned his thoughts to wildfire. Had they both been in Kuluck’s thrall 
since the beginning? The Interloper’s hand sought the skin of his own neck, but found no bite 
marks. 

No. There was something intimate occuring in this vile act. Blasphemy had offered 
herself to him, she had willingly given herself over to a monster. 

Scott needed to get away. He stared at the dirt as he walked, willing the sight of them out 
of his mind. He stumbled. There had always been something between them. He had merely 
denied it to himself as surely as he’d denied his own growing feelings for the witch. He had 
always been the third wheel. He was the Interloper. 
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And, like a thorn in a rabbit’s foot, he had made them lame. 

Scott kicked a rock and it tumbled across the dirt. His anger found a rhythm that marched 
in time with his footsteps. His heartbeat sounded like a drum rising in tempo. He approached 
the age-bleached staircase that wound up towards the ancient fortress. 

As his foot touched the first step he realised that he was crying. Tears ran down both 
sides of his face, heavy tears. He was overflowing with sadness, overflowing with agonies he 
was still yet to comprehend. 

He thought again of Blasphemy and Kuluck and their embrace. Anger rose in him like an 
uncontrolled flame. He tried to swallow the fire but his mouth felt so dry. Dust rose from the 
steps as he treaded up them. 

Each breath felt monumental. Every step brought back memories. At one step he 
remembered what television was. The next step brought into sharp focus the face of his 
mother. As he climbed further he remembered sky-scrapers and cars and telephones and 
traffic lights and computers. 

He remembered pain. Pain he could not yet reconcile. Unbearable pain. And he knew 
there was somebody who could take it away—he knew this because he had done it once 
before.  

Scott Dyson—now the Interloper—now Scott Dyson—climbed the seemingly endless 
stairs. His shoes disturbed nothing other than dust. This was a dead place. Alram had warned 
him about it, but that warning seemed hard to take seriously now, like something he had read 
in a book as a child. 

Books. He remembered those. He remembered his Grandmother’s bible. And her True 
Crime books with shiny image plates in the centre. He remembered black and white 
photographs of murder. He remembered how the blood had always appeared dark in the 
photographs. 

He remembered the darkness. 
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CHAPTER 21 
 

At the top of the stairs Scott stopped to look north. His vision was smudged by tears, but 
in the distance he could still make out that broiling band of crimson and black cloud. Lake 
Logsor still shimmered like a giant mirror, but he could not tell from this distance whether or 
not the defenses of the town still held. 

He turned away from the horizon and passed through a broken, splintered gate, entering 
into a paved courtyard. This lead him to an even wider flight of stairs and an even larger 
courtyard—and then again. Three times he rose through the fortress, ignoring the multitude 
of ruined buildings all hewn from stone. 

But the buildings did not ignore the Interloper. Each sightless window stared at him 
accusingly. Doorways hung open like open yawning mouths, beckoning him to enter. Long 
ago the fortress had been decorated by hanging flags and tapestries but all that had long since 
been stripped away by looters, by the wind and by time itself. 

All that was left of the fortress was death; stone and dried, bleached bone. Scott ignored 
the narrow bridge that lead to the Watchtower—when lit, that tower had been a beacon of 
hope to the people of Logsor and the lands of the north… no more. 

This courtyard was larger still than any of the others. A great fountain, long dry, stood at 
the centre of the yard. Around the fountain, littering the courtyard from wall to wall, were 
dozens of skeletons, clad in wispy remnants of clothing and fragments of old armour that 
were yet to have rusted away.  

Some of the bodies still clutched the weapons with which they had tried to defend 
themselves. Others were shattered, fragments of body and bone scattered like unsolvable 
jigsaws. All stared at him with the same empty, accusatory eyes of the windows and the 
doors: and they recognised him. 

Metal screeched and clanked as the bones began to shift. Weapons slowly rose, held aloft 
by skeletal hands as the dead rose to greet the one they recognised as Sirius, Betrayer of the 
Knights Orbis. 

And for the first time Scott realised he had left Malek’s Gift on the dirt far below. He 
stepped backwards as the skeletons began to advance towards him. He screamed as one of 
them came close and pushed it awkwardly away. 

The skeletons forced him back, clicking and clacking like insects. Scott found himself 
hunkered atop a body that—for some reason—had not risen. The tip of the skeletons sword—
its khef—protruded through the body from below, indicating that whoever it was had been 
had thrown themselves atop the sword. 

It’s you, said a voice that he recognised. 

The skeletons were moving as a single mass now, lurching awkwardly forward, weapons 
drawn. 

Take the sword, Scott. 
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 An ancient axe-blade swung at his head and he dodged at the last moment. The blade 
struck the wall behind him, sending out a spray of fine dust. Scott threw himself to the paved 
floor of the courtyard and wrestled with the unmoving skeleton. He tried not to think about 
what he was doing as his hands grappled with the ancient ribcage. The body fell backwards, 
the skull staring up at him; and yet, it did not see him as the others did—it did not see him 
because it was him. At last, Scott’s fingers found the hilt of the khef and he yanked it free. 
The sword felt natural in his hands; it was his sword after all. 

As he closed both hands around the hilt of the weapon colour flooded into the fortress 
and what had been skeletons became people with faces familiar-yet-forgotten. Scott could 
hear water running in the fountain and somewhere atop a flagpole the banner of the Knights 
Orbis was flapping in the breeze. 

The Interloper stood and lurched through this living memory, swinging the khef. The 
fighting forms he had known as Sirius returned to him. He came up against another knight of 
the order, metal-against-metal and caught a reflection of himself in the knight’s polished 
shield. He was covered in blood—all that was visible was a pair of frantic, frenzied eyes. 

All around him: people were screaming. 

He ran someone through with his sword and turned to slash at another. One man, older 
than the others judging by his thick white beard, pressed firmly against him, speaking 
hoarsely into his ear even as his khef penetrated the old man’s stomach: 

“He’s… fooled you… again,” the old man sputtered before he died.   

Again. The word echoed in Scott’s mind as he swung the blade. He chopped and hacked 
and lashed out at those who loved him even as they cried out for him to stop. They called him 
Sirius, but that name was dead to him. He saw their sadness and anger and surprise. His edge 
dripped with blood. It ran down his face and filled his mouth. Violently, he spat the blood 
away. 

Silence: darkness. 

The Interloper sank to his knees, surrounded once more by the skeletons of those he had 
killed, and he screamed. His scream shook the mountains. Dust trickled from the ceiling. The 
courtyard was deathly still. 

Scott closed his eyes and listened to the minutae of sounds around him like notes of 
discordant music. The khef dropped from his hands and clattered loudly against the stone. 
And now there was another sound… 

It was the sound of someone clapping. 

 

Scott sniffled like a little boy. Reality flickered. Slowly, achingly, he rose to his feet and 
staggered towards the source of the applause. He passed through a dark archway and found 
himself in a long-dead garden, where even the weeds had withered.  

A winding path of stones wove through the dirt, leading to a domed Shrine similar to the 
one in Logsor. The walls of the building were decorated with stained-glass windows and a 



 85  

bright light shining from within caused the windows to illuminate the garden with colourful 
geometric shapes. 

Scott walked through the kaleidescope of colours towards the open door. Bright light 
flooded out into the dead garden, bearing the promise of comfort and safety. 

As he reached the doorway he felt a sudden pressure, as though something was 
attempting to hold him back. He remembered feeling this once before, but he did not 
remember when. Those words echoed in the back of his mind: 

It rained. 

Water poured from his clothes. He couldn’t breathe. His tears came in a flood and he 
could not tell where his tears ended and the rain began. He didn’t know where he was. He 
was walking on asphalt. He was standing in a dead garden. Reality spun around him. Again, 
he heard applause: 

Clap. Clap. Clap. 

He stumbled over the threshhold and collapsed onto the carpeted aisle of the shrine. 
Before him, surrounded by a sphere of light, stood the angel Lucifer and he was beautiful. 

“You…” Scott said and his voice echoed back at him from a universe away. It bounced 
off corrugated metal, painted green. Everything looked eerie under the glare of the fluroscent 
lights of the warehouse. The Devil’s aura flickered. 

The memories came in a deluge: Scott remembered following Jocelyn into the storm, he 
remembered the rain and the warehouse, he remembered firing the gun. He clawed 
desperately at the carpet. 

The dazzling, winged figure took Scott and raised him up. When the Devil smiled it was 
not without kindness. 

“Yes,” said the angel, smiling. “It is me, Mister Dyson, as you most vehemently concur.” 

The truth turned Scott’s thoughts to paper, so easily shredded. He tried to scream but 
could not draw breath. Around him the chapel began to vibrate and a deep, distant rumble 
started below the mountains as the Valley of the Shadow began to open. 

The Devil smiled down at Scott with compassion and spoke in a voice that commanded 
both unwavering attention and undying loyalty. The thoughts in Scott’s mind unspooled like 
film on a reel; the reel itself had fallen apart, collapsing to pieces that scattered the scenes of 
his life across the floor. 

Scott tried to remember. He tried to pick up the film reel and hold it up before the light 
so that he could make out the pictures, but his memories were too small.  

“Jocelyn,” Scott whispered, at last bringing truth to this dead, lonely place. Grief 
overwhelmed him. 

Whatever had happened to her, whatever he had done—seemed so very far away and 
suddenly, inexplicably, Scott yearned for that place. He yearned to be close to his grief and 
his guilt so that he could confront it. 
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“We are closer to that place than you think,” said Lucifer and again the world shuddered. 
The wooden beams supporting the roof of the chapel creaked and began to sag. It would not 
be long now. 

“This world is dying, Scott,” the angel told him. “You have seen it. You have heard the 
screams of the suffering carried on the wind.” 

Scott said nothing: he no longer cared for this place and its storms. For so long he had 
sought out this grief and now that he had found it he cared for nothing else. 

“The witch and the vampire seek to save a world that cannot be saved,” said Lucifer. 
“The Fall is inevitable.” 

Warmth radiated from the angel as he offered something up to Scott. The Interloper took 
the gun and again, the mountains trembled.  

“I can help you, Scott,” the angel said and the Interloper knew that he was telling the 
truth. “I can take away your pain. I will take it.” 

Scott clutched the gun to his chest. His body shook with an irreconcileable mixture of 
emotions. “It hurts,” Scott said through clenched teeth. 

“Let me take it,” said Lucifer and Scott found staring into the blazing blue eyes of an 
angel, lit like some alien sky by the rays of a distant sun. 
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CHAPTER 22 
 

Blasphemy watched the clouds dissipate from around the fortress. The ground had been 
shaken by several powerful earthquakes and the podium upon which the Gladiatrix once 
stood had split down the centre. Malek’s Gift had fallen onto the dead grass, but she had not 
yet bothered to retrieve it. 

A jagged crack appeared between mountains, opening the way to the Valley of the 
Shadow. And soon after, the Interloper returned to them. He was covered in dirt and dust and 
his face was streaked with tears but he appeared otherwise unharmed. 

“Welcome back, Interloper,” said Kuluck, but the Interloper did not acknowledge the 
vampire. He hastily wiped his face with the back of his sleeve and bent to pick up Malek’s 
Gift. Then he turned towards the opening in the mountains.  

“Scott,” said Blasphemy. “Are you okay?” 

Scott glanced at her—but did not meet her eyes—and nodded.  

“Did you find anything in the fortress?” she asked.  

“Only memories,” he answered. 

 

And so they followed the Interloper into the Valley of the Shadow. 

Walls of rock closed in around them. Above, they could see a small sliver of colourless 
sky.  Nothing lived here. No plant had ever grown here. The dirt beneath their feet was as 
ashes. And as their feet treaded this ancient, ashen path the gap overhead grew ever smaller, 
dwindling until the sky was no longer visible at all. 

Blasphemy moved to the front and attempted to conjure a flame, but methods both 
practical and magical failed here, as light was eagerly extinguished up by the shadows. All 
three moved through the darkness with arms outstretched. 

It was neither hot nor cold in the Valley. The darkness was filled with a looming sense of 
emptiness. They had entered into the uncaring, unseeing domain of death. 

The walls of the Valley grew closer. Their footsteps did not echo. Whenever they spoke 
it was clear that even sound was an aberration to this place—their words struck the air flatly 
and splintered like old wooden planks. 

And so they treaded through the abyss, tracing their hands along the stone, not knowing 
for certain if they lived or had already died. 

But then: a light in the darkness. 

Scott watched the light, mouth agape, as it first surrounded the outline of his hand and 
then raced in slender filaments up the wall of the cave. The light was blue and it blazed like 
fire but did not burn. When he took his hand away from the wall the shape of his handprint 
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lingered for several moments, shining in the darkness. And then: the light began to form 
letters on the walls. 

“The walls…” said Blasphemy. “The mountains… are foundation stones.” 

Light was rising from each of their handprints. The light around Kuluck’s hand differed 
from the others in that it was bright red instead of blue. Threads spooled out from each of 
their handprints, all tangling together. Words began to form out of those shapes and the 
Interloper read them aloud: 

“It rained in both worlds,” he began: “…on the night Scott Dyson became the 
Interloper.” 

As he finished the sentence he felt suddenly as though he was falling. His brain railed 
against a sudden onslaught of insanity and then the words were gone and the walls around 
them were made of grey-green bricks. 

A scene was forming out of the darkness, illuminated brightly as though by stage lights. 

“Mother,” said Blasphemy. She was on the floor, beside a tiny, frail woman bundled in 
cloth. Blasphemy reached beneath the blankets and took her mother’s hand. The skin was 
stretched taut across her bones; she did not have much time left. 

Scott glanced around the room at the shelves of glass vials and ointments. There was the 
smell of damp in the air; and of sickness.  

“I tried to find medicine,” Blasphemy said. “I tried. Mother, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” 

Her mother’s eyes flickered, but did not open. Her grip tightened ever-so-slightly on 
Blasphemy’s hand. The hand felt so delicate, the skin dry as paper. There was a tangible 
feeling in the air of a life ebbing slowly away. 

Blasphemy watched her mother die, as she had done once before. And slowly the images 
of the past became transparent, fading away until nothing remained except darkness and the 
sound of Blasphemy sobbing. 

Kuluck gently lifted her to her feet. “I saw,” he said to her and they embraced in the 
darkness. Then, without speaking another word, they pressed on through the valley. 

 

Blasphemy cried in the darkness. Scott reached for her hand and gripped it tightly. She 
was shaking. 

It had seemed so real—not like an illusion at all—but as though they had actually been 
standing there, in that moment. He could still recall the mouldy, mildewy scent that had 
leaked out of the bricks. Not an illusion, but… a memory? No—stronger than a memory. 

 Then Blasphemy’s grip grew tight and they saw more lights forming out of  the 
darkness. “What… what is that?” 

The Interloper let go of Blasphemy’s hand and strode forward as he watched an 
apartment block rise up out of the darkness. He knew what was coming next and in that 
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moment he wanted nothing more than to turn and flee, but something held him there, fixed in 
place as he watched the building unfold as though from the pages of a pop-up book. 

He remembered the flaking green paint on the walls and the rusted, sagging gutters. It 
was raining—heavy drops fell all around them but did not wet their clothes. A set of stone 
stairs with a white guardrail lead up to a doorway that was now opening; Scott’s mother stood 
there in the light. 

“No,” said Scott and tried to move forward, but his movement was slow. He tried to call 
out to his mother, but she could not hear him. She was yelling into the light from the open 
doorway and rifling through her handbag. The man reached for her and she tried to pull away. 
The clasp on her handbag snapped and her foot slipped on the rain-slicked cement.  

“No,” said Scott again. He broke into a run towards the apartment complex. Now he 
could feel the rain. His footsteps beat against the asphalt. “NO!” 

He did not make it to the bottom of the stairs in time. His mother lay sprawled on the 
asphalt. The rain was still falling. Scott knelt and cradled his mother in his arms. He held her 
and he screamed. The contents of her handbag lay sprawled around the base of the stairs—a 
packet of cigarettes, a make-up mirror, a lipstick, a handkerchief, a small toy dinosaur. 

For a moment Scott caught a glimpse of himself in the magnified reflection of the 
mirror—and it was a face he did not recognise. And then he heard a voice at the top of the 
stairs that he recognised at once, for it was his voice. Scott looked up at a much younger 
version of himself, surrounded by a halo of diffuse light. 

There were sirens in the distance, but Scott knew it was too late. He closed his eyes and 
held his mother against him. When he opened his eyes again later he was alone in the 
darkness—no, not alone. Blasphemy was there, wrapping him in a tight embrace. 

“The clasp broke,” Scott told them in a husky whisper. “It was just the clasp,” 

He quivered, unable to fathom the cruelty of the moment. A poorly-fashioned clasp had 
been the only thing that stood between his mother and the fall that had killed her. A clasp. 
Suddenly he remembered tucked into his pants against the small of his back; it felt very cold 
and very heavy. Scott hitched up his pants and rose slowly to his feet. 

Scott laughed then and even though the laughter did not echo in this hollow, carved-out 
place, it still seemed an act of defiance to laugh here, in perhaps the darkest place of all. 

“Vampire,” Scott said, his voice hoarse. “It must be your turn next.” 

Behind Kuluck a yellow sun was rising through a red sky, giving shape to an entire 
village in the desert. The dusty scent of the Wastelands swept over them, a smell that only 
Scott did not recognise. 

As the sun continued to rise, the Wastes seemed to unfurl all around them and even the 
sky appeared to grow larger. Scott saw what looked like a telegraph pole leaning up against 
one of the buildings as the village came increasingly into focus. What had once been a small 
farming community was now a ghost town. Leaning, ramshackle buildings rotted alongside 
barren fields in which nothing grew. 
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And so Kuluck lead them through the village of his birth. 

There were no signs of life. It appeared as though the village had been abandoned for 
some time. The scent of dust rose in their nostrils and clung thickly. Scott sneezed and a lone 
carrion bird cawed and wheeled in the sky above them; the only living thing. 

They passed between rows of mismatched fence posts Scott marvelling at every detail. 
He bent down and scooped up some of the orange dirt in his hand before letting it trickle 
down again between his fingers. What manner of illusion was this? 

Their footsteps made dull crunching sounds on the dirt and a distant wind rose up, 
causing the wooden buildings to creak and groan and sway.  

Kuluck lead them towards his home. The fence beside the property was no longer 
standing and they stepped through it into a barren field. There, sitting on the back porch of 
the farmhouse was an old man rocking slowly backwards and forwards in a wooden chair. 

“I knew you’d be back eventually,” said the old man to Kuluck. He either did not see the 
others or deemed them unworthy of his attention. 

“Aiden,” said Kuluck. “Are you..?” 

“Am I real?” the old man croaked. “A dead man walking through an illusion is asking me 
if I’m real?” 

The old man broke into gales of laughter that was quickly replaced by a violent, hacking 
cough. He spat on the orange dirt; thick, bloody ichor. 

“I was going to say dead,” said Kuluck. Then: “What happened here?” 

“The sickness,” said Aiden, wiping his mouth with the sleeve of his coat. The sleeve 
came away smeared with black mucous. “Started after you left and didn’t get no better. Came 
from the animals, we reckon. People got sicker’n’sicker. Nobody got better.” 

For the first time Kuluck noticed the mounds of dirt piled behind the building. None of 
the graves were marked, but they were six in total: they could only belong to his mother and 
five brothers.  

A loud crack of thunder broke across them and once again Aiden began to cackle. The 
ground beneath their feet began to shake. And then Kuluck heard a sound that he had never 
expected to hear again—the scream of the Arcane vampire as Blasphemy had snatched the 
Conduit from around his neck. 

“It’s me,” said Blasphemy, blue eyes wide. 

“It’s coming, Kuluck Lars-Versthaven,” said Aiden between fits of laughter and violent 
coughs. “The storm is coming!” 

A fierce wind blasted through the village, sweeping the dust into orange clouds that 
obscured everything. Aiden and his rocking chair disintegrated before them until everything 
was comprised of that same billowing dust. 

Even here, it seemed the storm followed them.  
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“Interloper,” said Blasphemy, once more grasping his hand. He had been mired in 
darkness and silence for how long? He remembered the sound of a scream being the last thing 
he had heard, a pained, unholy wail.  

“Once again, I am blind,” said Kuluck, stranded in the darkness. Blasphemy reached for 
him with her other hand. 

“Come with me,” she said to them, making sure she had a firm grip on each of their 
hands. For in the distance, Blasphemy had spotted a tiny pin-prick of light; a rainbow nimbus 
that beckoned to her. Freedom. 

Together, the three of them strode into the light. 
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CHAPTER 23 
 

The light blinded Scott. 

He stumbled out, unseeing, onto grass so impossibly lush and green and soft that he 
threw himself down and clutched at it with his hands and laughed and cried at the smell of it 
and the soft touch of the wind against his skin.  

Scott blinked as his eyes became accustomed to the light. He could hear the ocean and as 
he sat up he saw it: an immense expanse of water that surged from violet to turquoise and 
back again. The foam and the tips of the waves sparkled like diamonds. 

Pure white sand stretched along the length of the beach, extending into the distance as far 
as the eye could see. Sat upon the sand were the flickering half-shapes of ghosts. 

“That is the Sea of Dreams,” Blasphemy told Scott. “Those people are dreaming.” 

One of the figures stood out to Scott more than the others, though he could not tell why: 
a teenager who looked (only a little) like him, wearing frayed jeans and staring out at the 
waves.  

The boy flickered out of existence and Scott turned away from the beach. What he saw 
stole all the remaining breath from his lungs as he gazed upon a baroque horizon of clouds 
comprised of vivid streaks of red and blue and purple so intermingled that it was like looking 
upon the painting of some mad artist, all overwhelming colour and majesty. 

Below that sky of implausible brush-strokes was a glass dome the size of a city. The 
smooth surface of the dome reflected the madness of the sky. 

I will take away your pain. The voice was a dark memory and he could have let the 
goodness of this place wash it away, had he chosen. But something about the darkness felt 
important and so he clung to it.  

“Interloper?” Kuluck spoke but his voice seemed distant—like the voice of some dream 
companion, fading as he awoke. None of this was real, none of it could be. A flight from the 
dark? A witch and a vampire? Fairies in the woods? A courageous last stand against the 
darkness? 

Scott would have laughed if he could, but he could not. For his teeth were clenched and 
his arm outstretched. 

“Interloper,” said Blasphemy and then, very deliberately: “Scott,” 

At last he looked at her and it was only then that he realised he was holding the gun. It 
was pointed at Kuluck. Scott’s arm did not waver, but the rest of his body was trembling. 

Blasphemy had never seen a gun before, but she sensed that it was dangerous. Kuluck 
plucked the sense of danger from her mind, but did not move to disarm the Interloper. 

“I saw you,” said Scott, voice shaking. “I saw you… feeding on her.” 
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“Blasphemy saved me,” said Kuluck calmly. “I would not have lived much longer 
otherwise. Without human blood, I grow frail, I—” 

Scott turned the gun on Blaspheny. “Then drink,” he said and pulled the trigger. 

 

Kuluck’s cry followed the Interloper as he fled but he tried not to hear it. 

The dome rose up before him. It was pulsing with light. It was the very heart of this 
world, Scott realised. Perhaps of all worlds. Electricity in the air caused his hair stand on end 
and made his skin tingle. 

He could not rid himself of the gun; it felt fused to his hand as though it had become part 
of him. But the stick, Malek’s Gift, was eager to be rid of him. It almost leapt from his hands 
as he thrust it, tip down into the soil. And then, as a shadow, he walked towards the dome. 

The surface of the dome was perfectly smooth. Although it appeared transparent the 
shapes within were heavily distorted.  

The dome yielded to him. He felt as though he was stepping inside some giant engine. 
Glancing backwards he could still see the world beyond the clear membrane, but it appeared 
washed-out and indistinct—the faded grey of old, decaying film. 

Inside the dome grew plants in great variety, growing in garden beds alongside long 
metal walkways. The air hummed. The floor beneath his feet was solid metal. Metal railings 
blocked off the areas where the plants grew. The walkway followed the internal 
circumference of the dome, but there was also a path leading straight ahead between the rows 
of exotic plants and that was that way that the Interloper walked. 

There were plants here that Scott would have remembered, not only from the forest but 
from the time before. Plants from every world grew here in astonishing abundance and yet the 
path the Interloper followed was not overgrown. Each plant, perfectly maintained, remained 
wholly behind the guard rails that lined the walkway. Butterflies, however, did criss-cross 
between the sections, irridescent wings fluttering soundlessly. 

At the centre of the dome, the Interloper came to a large circular area with a raised dias 
at its centre. Floating atop the dias was a glowing sphere of light smaller than the palm of his 
hand. 

“Interloper,” said a voice that was like the strumming of fingers on a harp. No—not a 
harp—but the intangible strings upon which the vibrations of the world were played. Strange 
notes assembled in his ears like no music he had ever heard.  

At the periphery of his vision other shapes were entering into the circular room from 
other walkways. The figures were indistinct and flickered in and out of existence, but each 
was undeniably him. They differed from Scott in a myriad of minor, often invisible ways. 

“Yes,” said that voice again, speaking directly into his mind. “They are you; more or 
less.” 
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The other versions faded. The great dome pulsed and thrummed within and without of 
him. He could not take his eyes from the glowing orb at the centre of the dome. He walked 
towards it. 

“Do I always make the same decision?” Scott asked as he came close to the podium 
above which the orb hovered. It pulsed with a brilliant blue-white light. 

The Oracle did not answer. 
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Light engulfed the Interloper as he grasped for the sphere. 

He sought the light; it did not flee from him. 

He crushed the orb in the palm of his hand. 

Reality shattered like the explosion of a billion stars. 
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