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	You will attend seven vigils each day, unless engaged in the Holy Hunt.

	In each you shall pray, but waste not His time.

	 

	SUNDAY

	 

	Prime

	 

	“Hail unto thee, oh Lord. Your servant Perceval thanks you for another day of righteousness.” 

	What do I say? If He sees all, then He knows. If He doesn’t see all, then a lot of people are being fooled... Oh.

	“I see it now, Lord. Those who think you see everything are sinners for not working out that you don’t. That’s why you need people like the Rosenkreutz. While you see everything in Heaven, down here you need brave souls to take your light into the dark places.”

	I’m one of them. Mum would be thrilled. Dad would be telling everybody down at the Red Lion. But I can’t tell them. What we do, the things we have to do in His name, they’re part of the darkness we’re saving the good people from. Nobody should have to know.

	“Send some love to mum and dad, God. They’re trying hard to live good lives, honest they are. If it helps, take my good work and put it on their account.”

	I’m just a lummox with clumsy hands. Lifting and breaking are all I’m good for, according to Uncle Sal. So I’ve come to do that in service to God, not Sal’s dodgy mates.

	“I’ve got to go practice, Lord. Bless my hands so they don’t miss. Thanks. Amen.”

	 

	The Morning After

	 

	The man tied to the kitchen table can’t remember how he wound up there. He’s not even sure it’s his house. With his back arched and head against the tabletop, things don’t look the same.

	He remembers the woman sitting on the stool nearby from last night. What’s her name…? June? No. Jenny! She’s Jenny.

	The blue tattoos on her thighs were hard to miss in a mini skirt. Now she’s naked, he can see they’re masterpieces stretching from the side of each knee up to her groin and backside.

	“I gather from the rising erection you’re awake.”

	Putting what she was working on to one side, she gracefully swings herself to step round the pile of shavings on the floor.

	“Hello, Bill. Sorry you didn’t get to do all those things you promised last night, but here’s your chance to make it up to me. I’m going to ask you some questions, and you’re going to tell me the truth.”

	What is she on about?

	“No, I’m not crazy.”

	She crouches by his head, then gently places a finger under his chin and lifts, prying his gaze from the mandala tattooed between her thighs.

	“Eyes up. Now, pay attention. I know you’re a Rosenkreutz plant trying to get into Bureau 4, and I know it’s taken you a very long time to get to where you are. I also know you know who the MP is, and I know all of this because Michael told me before he died. Well, not just Michael. There were a few people that led me to him.” She smiles. “Sort of like a treasure hunt.”

	Bill’s world up-ends. How can she know? Michael died in a fire at his home, along with his family-

	His eyes widen. Jenny nods.

	“I killed his family as well. Why do you think he told me?”

	“But how?”

	“Did I get answers without leaving a trace? Soft tissue damage.”

	He’d been about to ask if Michael explained how he knew.

	“I didn’t take the legs off his table because the family pyre needed to look like an accident. I put a briefcase under the small of his back instead of using sawn-off table legs like I have with you.”

	She reaches across and picks something up. Bringing it into view, she waves a pencil at him.

	“Then I used these. 5H, ground to a point with a twenty-degree prism sharpener.”

	His brows furrow. She stabs the pencil into the flesh of his outer thigh. As Bill screams, she drives it in until only half its length is showing. He continues to scream. With a sigh, she reaches back, grabs a sponge scourer off the draining board, and shoves it into his mouth.

	“My, you’re a loud one, aren’t you? Now, look over there.”

	He blinks away tears and twists his head to look towards where she points. Pencil ends form a solid row for the length of the counter top.

	“They’re a little shorter after working on the people who led me here, but what’s a few centimetres between friends? This one,” she flicks the top of pencil sticking from his thigh, “is the one that ended Michael. Like starting where I left off.”

	He looks up at her, shaking his head.

	With a sigh, she grabs another pencil, rams it into his bicep, then pushes. He sees the bloody point emerge from the inside of his arm. Tears pour from his eyes. He thrashes against the cords restraining him, screams reduced to muffled hoots of anguish.

	“No, you’re not going to pass out. I know what I’m doing. What I administered means you’ll be awake for twenty hours.”

	He whips his head back and forth.

	“No, Bill, you’re not going to survive. I’m going to kill you. When, is up to you. I have two hundred pencils, and eight questions. There might be a few more questions, depending on your answers.”

	His eyes go wide.

	“Yes, I know you’ve been trained to resist torture. Where I come from, that course is taught to children.” She leans close. “What’s about to happen will go beyond anything they could prepare you for, I promise.”

	She gently strokes his penis. It twitches.

	“I have no problem helping you have a final orgasm, either.”

	Incoherent noises are his only response. She continues to gently stroke him.

	“You will tell me everything. Then I’m going to burn your house down with you still tied to this table. You’ll have pencils pushed into every major orifice, and embedded in most places between. How many of those you’re alive to feel going in?” She strokes his cheek with her other hand. “That’s entirely up to you.”

	Ceasing her intimate attentions with a light squeeze of his testicles, she reaches out and picks up another pencil.

	She holds it between the index fingers of each hand, a few centimetres in front of his face.

	His eyes fasten on it. Jenny grins.

	“Question one…”

	 

	The Sands Never Forget

	 

	Shane hasn’t dreamed properly since 1828: ever since a dire cuffin named Garstang ruined his dig site, ate his staff, then decided he’d make a good ‘nightwalker’. Shane still takes issue with that decision, but two things he’s learned about nightwalkers: they’re arrogant, and age doesn’t improve their personalities.

	While dreams rarely disturb a nightwalker’s daily rest, certain events sometimes replay in the mind with devastating clarity, holding all the emotional impact of the original occurrence, leaving the recipient feeling wrung out upon waking come nightfall.

	For other nightwalkers, the replay is usually the night they died, the moment they experienced Ederu, which is a term in the ancient language of the vampires. He’s sure it often means ‘getting murdered to help a bored immortal pass the time’.

	For Shane, it’s not that. It’s always the night he found out the sun isn’t the thing he fears most… 

	 

	In 1839 Garstang confronted a band of Rosenkreutz intent on burning a whole village. Shane left them to it, bastard versus bastards, with those particular bastards being too tough for any sane nightwalker to face. Returning the following night, he found the village razed. Garstang’s sun-blasted remains had been interred at a crossroads to the east. He’d have appreciated that: a mix of efficacy and superstition, something he often complained about humans not doing.

	After taking a moment to curse the memory of the scruffy vampire who’d insisted on calling him ‘son’, Shane decided to return to his former pursuits. As Garstang had been buried in the sands before Shane found him, it stood to reason there must still be untold curiosities and treasures that could benefit one cursed to a forever of archaeology.

	It took him a while to find a crew prepared to work with him. The local fellahin seemed to sense he wasn’t human anymore. Paying Ibrahim the Blasted got around that. 

	The crook-backed old Arab looked him up and down while prodding through the spill of Venetian ducats he’d strewn across the table outside Ibrahim’s shop in Luxor. As usual, the gold seemed to attract the light of nearby lanterns, shining a little brighter than it should. Shane grinned. Gold fever: the doom of so many men.

	Ibrahim looked back up and grinned.

	“You should walk the west bank. There are many who would help you there.”

	“I’m not that fresh-laid, old fellah. I know who holds the real power over there, and what he thinks of my kind.”

	Ibrahim cackled as he nodded.

	“Go and eat some of my competitors, then. I’ll find you a crew.”

	Shane paused as he turned away.

	“How many of my kind have you sent to walk the west bank?”

	Ibrahim raised his eyebrows, crossed his arms on his chest, and grinned.

	“Enough that Anhubeth might remember my name kindly, should ever we meet.”

	Shane nodded acknowledgement. Ruthless practicality should always be respected.

	He took the name Jeremiah O’Shaunessey, so any blame would fall on an old family rival back home. Ibrahim found him a crew of hardened grave-robbers. For those who dared and dealt with the secrets of the night as a mere hazard of their job, their new leader was a gift from the gods. No more did restless dead or bandits trouble them.

	For ten years they ruthlessly looted their way through Egypt’s heritage, because no matter how many worthy treatises Shane wrote along the way, the real money remained in the priceless treasures smuggled out of the country.

	Then came the night, late in 1850, when Ibrahim regaled them with a hair-raising tale of a small group of intrepid explorers getting in all sorts of unnatural trouble the previous year. It had happened while they followed the fabled trail to the lost tomb of Bherem Al-Marduk, called by some the ‘Sultan of Blood’.

	Shane knew from his research that the shadowy figure of Al-Marduk - a curious second name combining an Arabic honorific with the name of a Sumerian god - was often connected with Akhenaten, the heretical pharaoh who sought to bring monotheistic sun worship to Ancient Egypt. Which always puzzled him, because the only other reference he’d considered credible linked Al-Marduk with the ‘Pharaohs of Night’, a term so uniquely obscure that many thought it a mistranslation. In the end, he’d concluded the whole thing to be nothing but hearsay. For once, he agreed with popular Egyptologists in their decision to write Bherem Al-Marduk out of official history.

	Therefore, a chance to prove the existence of this enigmatic noble could not be ignored. The possibility of finding an undisturbed high-caste tomb was all it took to persuade his men. It would be the greatest expedition he’d ever engaged in, something that almost achieved respectability, if only in his intent.

	They set off on the night of February 17th 1851, heading into the arid wastelands south east of Cairo with nothing to guide them but a bloodstained parchment map and the ravings of a legless alcoholic.

	Up until fifteen months previous, the wretch had been the gentleman explorer Simon Montagu Parker, disinherited son of Lord Parker of Devonshire. For all that he’d been pitiful, Shane found his ravings disturbing. But it was pity he claimed as his motive for killing the weeping drunkard. 

	Three months of privation later, they crested a dune to find an unmarked oasis below, overlooked by a headless sphinx. As they made their way down, the unexpected size of the place became clear: the sphinx was of a similar size to the one at Giza.

	Despite his best efforts, Shane could find no trace of the missing head, in whole or in part.

	The ‘Oasis of the Headless Sphinx’ was the final landmark on the map. A few miles east should lie the Field of Bab-ili. At the centre of that could be a stairway leading down, or the start of a cursing, penniless return to what passed for civilisation in these parts.

	The following night, they trekked east and found the half-acre expanse of ancient, weathered stone. At the centre lay a great slab, next to a rectangular hole carven around with hieroglyphs like none of them had ever seen before.

	As the team prepared, Shane moved to the far side of their camp and drank one of the mules dry: some echo of the disquiet he’d felt when listening to Parker making him prepare for the descent as if he were going into battle, rather than merely another illicit dig. 

	He hastened to return in time to take one of the fresh-lit torches and lead them down the great, square steps. His loyal bandits considered him unshakeable and unstoppable. Best not to start them doubting.

	After the first 200-yard flight, the steep stairway turned leftward and proceeded to corkscrew downwards, each flight shorter than the last. After descending nineteen flights, they entered a large vault. Every possible face of groined ceiling and walls were carven with bas-reliefs, each one outlined by the strange hieroglyphics. All of which contrasted with the untouched floor: a field of boulders and outcrops.

	About this end of the room lay the remains of Parker’s expedition, scattered like meat thrown from a smashed drying rack.

	“See what they lie upon!”

	The awed whisper made them hold their torches higher. The body parts didn’t lie on cold stone, but upon the very riches of yore. Shane jumped up onto a nearby boulder to get a better view.

	How many lives had this place claimed? While his team revelled in the loot nearby, he dropped down and clambered around the room. The floor was littered with the layered riches of noble and commoner, of armies and expeditions. In amongst the wealth of nations he saw bones in every possible state of decay. The answer to his question was ‘countless numbers, and spread across centuries’.

	Leaping up onto the tallest outcrop, he found himself gazing down at seven sarcophagi arrayed on its far side. They were surrounded by smashed statues made of onyx, jade and gold. The ground about them could not be seen for all the gems and jewellery, scattered like gravel on a path.

	He was about to call them over when they fell silent. Jumping from boulder to boulder, he returned. Chirag the Far-Eyed waited off to one side. Moving closer, he saw that his deputy stood upon a slab like the one above; this one closed.

	Still in its resting place, sealing another entrance, and surrounded by riches deep enough to be level with its upper face. Chirag gestured grandly to it, a grin spreading across his usually taciturn features. Everybody laughed and raced to grab crowbars. With a shout, they set about the only thing between them and even greater riches. With the bounty lying scattered about up here, what wonders awaited below?

	The frenzy continued until the slab shifted slightly. A louder sound of sliding stone brought them to a pause. As they warily looked about, seven nightwalkers attacked, all dressed in gold, and howling like desert wolves.

	Against foes like this, it was easy to see how Parker’s team fell. But Shane’s fellahin had been prepared by him after he’d listened to Parker’s horrified recounting of the ambush that ended his team.

	The first three attackers went down within moments, holy water and crossbows making short work of golden armour and ancient anger.

	The remaining four didn’t hesitate, moving closer to strike out with kris and flamberge in reply to oil, flame, axe and hammer. Eight men died before the last nightwalker fled, moving like lightning past everyone and disappearing up the stairs.

	As Shane stood amidst the carnage, the remaining six members of his team paused only momentarily before dropping weapons and picking up crowbars to attack the slab once more. He caught Chirag’s eye and indicated he’d remain in the arched entrance of the room, watching the stairs for the return of the lone survivor. Chirag nodded, grinned, and set about assisting his comrades.

	After a long while the great slab yielded, sliding an arms-length to one side. It revealed a triangle of darkness that torchlight couldn’t penetrate. The fellahin called for his night sight. Shane hadn’t completed but a single step when darkness rose from darkness.

	A creature like an immense woodlouse hung in the air, head and neck - if that was what it was - curving like the crook of a walking stick to join the body that hung down. From beneath it all hung a twisting mass of tentacles where legs would have been, had it been only a slater.

	It set about the team, their screams echoing against the crackle of flash-frozen blood and the scythe-through-grain noise of the creature’s strikes. 

	He’d been girding himself to attack when the appearance of a second, then third, creature, along with a cloying odour of attar of roses, unmanned him completely. Their presence was too alien to endure. He fled.

	Enhancing his speed, focusing a reeling mind to ignore the dizzying rush of stairs and turns, he only paused only when he reached the last flight, upon feeling the burn of daylight. Hearing a grinding from above, he squinted against the light to see the great slab slanted across the entrance. He paused. To be trapped with three of them, or face the day and whoever sought to close him in?

	What if there were more down there?

	Things rustled and moved below, held at bay by the light from above. A seemingly living silence… That eerie sensation decided him: a little sun was a small price to pay.

	Erupting into the morning light, he screamed in shock as the sun scorched him, and at the sight of a blackened figure in melting gold armour that laboured on, paying him no heed.

	Weeping tears of flaming blood, it pushed awkwardly against the slab, blood seeping and smoking from cracked flesh, using everything it had to close the portal rather than save itself from the killing sun.

	Without hesitation, Shane leapt to its aid. They pushed the monstrous slab until smoking blood stained the sands in their wake. Their flesh slowly crisping to the bone in the morning light. Just as Shane was sure something below had moved close enough to fight their efforts, the slab slid home. 

	With blistering eyes he chanced a last glance at his former opponent, now so clearly a guardian of something truly unholy. The ruined visage had smoking pits for eyes. From within the crumbling flesh of the ruined chest, a voice growled and wheezed.

	“A curse upon you, nightwalker. Out of greed have you started that which could end us all.”

	Shane shook his head.

	“I came seeking knowledge more than treasure, and had I known what lay below, believe me when I say I would have replaced this slab instead of entering.”

	The figure crumbles and drops, legs turning to ash. The voice continues.

	“I shall take you at your word, and add nothing to what is fated. Heed me well, nightwalker: one soulless night you will pay for seeking these benighted stairs. You must face The Named of the Ar-Dukh. They will have a task for you. No matter what befalls, your final rest will be here.”

	So saying, it collapsed to ashes. Becoming aware of the burnt offering he was becoming, Shane sprinted to the edge of the Field and burrowed beneath the sands.

	As he trekked his way back to Luxor, he realised the error of an unknown historian. ‘Bherem Al-Marduk’ was not a name, but a phrase in some long-lost language. A phrase ending in ‘Ar-Dukh’.

	After staying in Egypt for as long as he could endure, he went from Luxor to Berlin in 1863, and on to Paris in 1880. After that, he went to London in 1919, and thence to King’s Lynn in 1955. There he settled, finding the local nightwalkers few and circumspect.

	He owns a second-hand bookshop on the outskirts of town. It keeps odd hours, and specialises in rare archaeological works - a side effect of him still searching for that language, convinced that understanding the phrase might shed some light. He’s still not sure if it’s fear or hope that motivates him.

	But - every now and then - he’s honest enough to admit to himself which of them it is.

	 

	Waking with shivers in the aftermath of the replay, he takes stock of the night about him. The air in his haven stinks… Attar of roses?

	Two voices sound, each uttering a name.

	“Shane O’Hare.”

	“Jeremiah O’Shaunessey.”

	He lurches upright. There are a pair of Ar-Dukh hanging in the air at the end of his cot! Passing a shaking hand over the control for the lights, he brings his legs up to sit cross legged, blanket falling away. Night sight is all well and good, but having colours always makes him feel like he’s really seeing something.

	In the dim light, their carapaces shine blue-black, while their host of tentacles are grey streaked with purple. His memory of the first three is clear. These are bigger, and changed: they have manipulators at the ends of their tentacles: various fine strands, claws, pincers, and blades.

	“The Named?”

	The larger of the two points at its companion.

	“Zalak.”

	Zalak points to the larger one.

	“Veleth.”

	Shane finds himself at peace. It’s the calm of acceptance, and he doesn’t like it one bit.

	“I was told you’d have a task for me, one I cannot avoid?”

	Zalak replies, voice a pleasant baritone, wavering like it’s coming from a radio station far away.

	“Should you decline, we will take no immediate action, for what comes will end much of this planet. Should you survive? Then we will find and end you.”

	There’s a ruthless practicality to that. He shrugs.

	“The task?”

	“A kakod sorcerer is-”

	“What’s a ‘kakod’?”

	“A supernatural spirit, an ugud. Agathod are the few benign ones. Kakod are the other kind. This one has been manifested in the flesh.”

	Sounds like angels and demons, but now’s not the time to ask the difference.

	“Go on.”

	“It is stealing Ar-Dukh from below the Field of Bab-ili. He is protected by a few of our former host. We cannot reach him. But, while they protect him from us…”

	Shane nods.

	“They can’t protect him from me. Does getting rid of him send the horrors back into confinement?”

	“Without his sorceries to hold them, the sigils upon the Field will drag Ar-Dukh back ere the next dawn. Doing so with such force as to briefly gather the entire host in the vastness below the lower slab.”

	He knows where this is going.

	“That is the other part of your task. Arrange for some to stand ready to close the lower slab.”

	“Then destroy the stairs?”

	“Nothing that endangers the sigils above or below may occur.”

	“How about filling cave and stairwell with sand?”

	“Providing the upper slab can still be secured, yes.”

	“When do we start?”

	“When the kakod has used enough of the host that all those remaining free will be required to keep us at bay.”

	“Then there will be none left below the Field?”

	“True.”

	“I’ll set about arranging an expedition, and get them there, ready to move fast when the word is given.”

	“We will return when the time is right.”

	“How long do I have?”

	“Your task will come before the moon rises twice more.”

	Seven weeks at the outside, then.

	The two creatures sink from view. Shane rolls to his knees and peers over the end of his bed. They’re gone, seemingly having taken their leave using the deepest patch of shadow cast by his bedside lamps.

	What on earth would you want a horde of those sodding things for?

	 

	Typica

	 

	. “Hail unto thee, oh Lord. Your servant Malcolm thanks you for another day of righteousness.” 

	Your servant Malcolm isn’t convinced these vigils aren’t recorded, either. But that’s not something to share.

	“Please watch over Bishop Neil as he recovers. Give him the strength to heal quickly.”

	While you’re at it, give him the common sense to check his corners as he enters a room. Some of these sinners have lived hard lives, and fight well to keep them.

	“Please bless the auxiliaries as they cleanse, sanitise, and sanctify the ground in your name, that the perpetrators of vile sin and wicked debauchery can never again foul that place.”

	If you could arrange for Auxiliary Candace to be sanitising her energetic self in Shower Room Six later, we’ll both be well sanctified before Nocturn.

	“Please send me insight on how I may serve you better, Lord. Amen.”

	Some hints about helping Auxiliary Susan with her cleansing wouldn’t go amiss, either.

	 

	Avoid Your Fate

	 

	A voice stops chanting. Maureen wakes upon a cold slab. Turning her head slowly, she peers through sweet-smelling mist, trying to get her bearings. It’s the surgical wing of Meads Hospital! She recognises the patterned tiles on the ceiling from when her mam brought her along while she cleaned these suites, years ago, before the place closed.

	How did she get here?

	There’s a knock at the door. Ralph had been going on about some left-wing protest or other, raving about how all the scroungers and perverts should be locked up. 

	He goes to answer it, grumbling about late callers. She hears a crackling, something falls, making the plates in her display cabinet rattle. She gets up to go and see. There’s a man in the door to the lounge, brandishing a little yellow gun. He shoots her!

	“You seem to remember quickly. That’s good.”

	She looks towards the voice. There’s a muscly greenish man with pointed ears and horns sticking backwards from his temples. His nose is flat, his eyes are all black - so are his teeth! His hands are big and smell like her uncle’s pond on a summer afternoon. She opens her mouth to let a scream out. His thumbs plunge in. They taste disgusting. The scream gurgles and dies in her throat.

	The greenish man looks to her left, then nods towards her. Something drifts into view. Her body spasms in fear. Grey tentacles reach for her face. The thing that owns them looms over her. Icy cold on her lips, then numb. Whatever it is starts to ripple. She feels tentacles slide down her throat. The apparition begins to stream after its tentacles: elongating, shrinking, pouring into her mouth.

	Cold. So cold. Spreading inside, making her arms and legs shake.

	It’s gone. The foul thumbs are removed. She coughs. Her throat feels funny. The face comes close to hers. Black eyes seem to bore into her skull.

	“Maureen Chilvers, if that which is now inside you is still there by this time tomorrow, you will die. If you do not do as I say, Ralph will die as well.”

	“How? What? Wh-”

	“You’re cleaning the Murtaugh’s house tomorrow morning. He’s working from home. When he joins you in the kitchen for coffee, kiss him with your mouth open. That which is inside will do the rest. After that, you’re free. There is no need for me to keep you. No-one will believe if you tell them, anyway.”

	 

	At three minutes past eleven the next morning, Russ Murtaugh staggers back, arms clawing at the air, as the mutable form of an Ar-Dukh makes itself comfortable along the length of his intestines.

	Maureen slumps to the floor as catastrophic damage from the unearthly cold, sorcerously placed in abeyance, kills her in waves of agony, flowing from the inside out. She’s still conscious as her body starts to disintegrate. Within a minute, all that remains is a pile of clothing filled with a few kilos of black dust.

	Randolph watches in horror as a shiny tendril whips from his nose to smear icy black numerals on the side of his index finger, then retracts. A telephone number? He fumbles his phone onto the counter top and taps it in. He stares at the green ‘call’ button for nearly five minutes. Feeling something move within, he gives in and presses it.

	It’s answered before the second ring.

	“Good morning, Mister Murtaugh. If you wish to avoid her fate, and save your family’s lives, you have one month in which to do the things I’m about to tell you. Obviously, the first thing is to clean up her remains. Then…”

	 

	A voice stops chanting. Jerome wakes upon a cold slab. What the fuck? He starts to sit up. Stinking hands grab his head, holding it down with incredible strength. He opens his mouth to yell. Thumbs hold his jaw open. Something looms over him.

	“Oo ucking hooa-?”

	Tentacles sliding down his throat cut off his cries. He twists and flails, but becomes still after the horror slides down his throat.

	“Jerome Donoghue, if that which is now inside you is still there in one week’s time, you will die. If you do not do as I say, your Molly and little Jamie will die as well…”

	 

	Insidious

	 

	Natina ceases her ministrations and hangs in the air of the Altar, invisible, insubstantial, and undetected.

	There is so little light in this. She is bound in servitude to Kóri, one so evil she cannot conceive of why she challenged him for mastery in the first place…

	Honesty in atonement.

	In honesty, she does know. His presence had been like a welcome, a warm tornado in the cold places she roamed: his melammu, the radiance of his power, so bright it blinded her to the failings that would have been revealed had she examined his aura more closely. By the time she became alarmed, he was close enough to terrify her into fooling herself to avoid his awful puluhtu. Such a focussed emanation of terror had made gods stumble. She hadn’t stood a chance.

	Know your failings better than you know your strengths.

	She’d convinced herself that she chose him. The legends said it had been done: Agathod saving Kakod by binding them into service until they realised that doing evil was a choice, not a mandate.

	As she mutilated herself to start the challenge, he’d smiled in triumph. She’d not realised why, until she lost the challenge by bleeding to death. As her spirit floated in the air before him, bound in service until his current form in this apparent world ended, he ridiculed her.

	“Unprepared, lonely ugud? How very rash of you. I would have thought one intending to challenge for service would have fortified themselves with the blood of a few creatures, so as to withstand the mutilation rituals.”

	At least she’d realised she was going to lose, and had torn herself intimately, so that he couldn’t defile her corpse properly. What he’d done with her head had been vile, but she could tell from his aura he gained little pleasure from it. He’d done it out of spite, and she’d learned something of him then: he was powerful and arrogant, but petty and impulsive in his vengeances, especially when frustrated.

	That combination proved he wasn’t pure ugud. He’d been a human: a sorcerer, one so evil as to be offered ascension.

	Strive to do better than you did in life.

	From that night to this, she’d obeyed his every command, doing better by finding every tiny way to frustrate him, while fulfilling the orders as she was obligated to do. Literal interpretations, clumsy applications, ruinous misunderstandings, accidental indications, she’s used them all.

	As tasking her to achieve fixed goals so frequently went inexplicably awry, Kóri set her to taint the Altars further - a long task even she couldn’t fail at, or so he thought.

	These places had been dedicated to good, but were brought down by the doing of evil in the name of fulfilling their mission.

	“Make of them more of what they desire to be.”

	He’d sneered as he said it, so sure they were all polluted. But, to her surprise, some were truly good. With renewed hope, she did as she was told. She amplified the wants and needs of the Rosenkreutz: the polluted became corrupt, the unsure became either weak or determined, the lost became motivated, and those seeking righteousness became holier.

	 

	With desperate art, she weaves miracles from wishes, longing for one of those she influences to rise and do something inspirational. Maybe even thwart his plans, whatever they are.

	Seek not reward, nor recognition.

	Too much to hope for anything to save her, but she’ll do what she can, while she can, and whenever she can. Her living years - millennia ago - had been a festival of sorcerous whims and spite. It could well come to pass that she’ll still be atoning when the stars fall. She’d been a vile, wanton child from birth to old age, and making amends for that will take time.

	Always do what you can, no matter how trivial.

	So be it. This time has a saying about the devil and the details. From what she’s seen, good can frequently be found or made from the details an arrogant devil can’t be bothered to attend to properly.

	So that’s what she, agathod trapped by her own stupidity, will attend to. May it lead to the ruin of kakod sorcerer Kóri Skarde, his twisted desires, and all who side with him.

	 

	Compline

	 

	“Hail unto thee, oh Lord. Your servant Natalie thanks you for this day of righteousness.” 

	Has evil has seeped into the Altars?

	“Help me, oh Lord. I feel doubt in every decision, and see devils at every turn. How has our blessed order fallen so far from what is right? Lustful glances in the showers, and a sickening joy of killing lighting the faces of those returning from your Holy Hunts.”

	‘Lustful glances’? Cleric Malcolm had been fornicating with Auxiliary Candace in a position I’ve never even conceived of! But, it’s not the convoluted debauchery that truly troubles me. It’s the unbridled delight I saw on their faces.

	“What am I to do, oh Lord? There are sinners loose in your temple, yet no-one seems to care, as long as the sanguine work gets done. I see no empathy. Those we slay, and the souls we save, are both counted off like slaughtered cattle without qualm or pity. Where is the good in what we do, oh Lord? Please guide me. Amen.”

	The Rosenkreutz did more than shorten their name. They have truncated their sworn duty. They can no longer lay claim to the higher ground… And I’m one of them, sorely misguided, but still seeking His light, His strange ways, in all of this. God help me.

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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