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A view of planet Earth from space, with a sunburst behind it. The planet is divided vertically into five different strips. On each strip, the landmass and water are different colours, with some looking green in tone, some looking brown and some red. Whilst these sections form what seems to be a complete planet, they are slightly misaligned, giving a disjointed feel. These different sections represent alternate versions of Earth in parallel universes.
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Offense combats offense, Murray-Ku had once said.

Cego waited for another of Bertoth’s punches and let it nearly take his head off, before weaving to the side and slamming his shin into the boy’s hefty thigh.

Usually, a leg kick like that would slow an opponent down, give them some pause. Bertoth didn’t miss a step. He met Cego’s eyes, smiled, and continued his onslaught.

Dodge, leg kick. Dodge, leg kick. Cego repeated the sequence several times, finally feeling some momentum. But Bertoth didn’t appear to be slowing. The northerner’s legs were like tree trunks.

Don’t stop what’s working, Murray’s voice reminded him again. Don’t let up. Do damage until they figure out a way to defend.

Cego kept chopping at Bertoth’s leg. Same combo, same defense, same kick.

Finally, he felt something give. Bertoth wobbled slightly and Cego moved in with a low kick to finish the job.

But Cego didn’t get the reaction he wanted. Instead, Bertoth dropped levels, caught his foot, and smirked again.

The Myrkonian raised his hand to elevate Cego’s leg and jerked him forward. Cego blinked as Bertoth’s skull careened toward his, the boy’s considerable body weight fully behind it.

The lights went out.
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CHAPTER 1

Ghosts

The Grievar who does not serve will be lost. All martial prowess shall be acquired for the purpose of serving the greater good of society, standing in the Circle in the stead of lord or nation. The Grievar who strays from the path of servitude will quickly find themselves stumbling in the thicket, tripped up by vice and lure.

Passage One, Ninth Precept of the Combat Codes

The eerie rays of the blackshift blanketed the Underground, sending most Deep folk homeward. Servicers, planters, and diggers trudged back to their hovels, ready to sleep and begin again at the rise of the rubellium dawn.

Some Deep folk did not return home for blackshift. Some gambled and drank away their meager wages at the all-night Circles, where gaudy lights and raucous cheers advertised blood and glory. Some bit-rich patrons spent their nights within the Courtesan Houses, under the hazy fog of honey-sweet perfumes and intoxicating neurogens.

Some did not have a home to return to.

A bottle clashed to the hard pavement, reflecting the neon glow of an overhead bar sign. The big man’s head rocked to the side, his eyes rolling back in his skull.

A street urchin scrunched his nose as he rifled through the unconscious man’s pockets. He reached in close, getting a whiff of the sour ale and crusted bits of vat-meat entangled in the man’s wiry beard.

The kid’s dirt-covered fingers pinched something hard: a square onyx piece. He smiled and pulled away.

“Big Grievar . . .” the boy whispered. “You be stinkin’.”

Suddenly, a gnarled root of a hand latched on to the kid’s wrist. A single piercing yellow eye shone out from the cowl of a cloak.

“Agh!” the urchin gasped, dropping the onyx bit and turning tail into the alley’s shadows.

The big man moaned. He looked down at the onyx before hurling it after the kid.

“Take the darkin’ thing!” the man shouted. “Buy me another drink while you’re busy thieving my bits!”

He stumbled to his feet and used the wall to steady himself, before pulling down his trousers and releasing his bladder.

“Darkin’ kids . . .” he muttered as the sound of his spray echoed in the back alley.

Another shadow joined the man’s on the brick wall beneath the neon lights.

“Come back for more, thief?” the man growled. “Think I’m so slow I won’t rattle your head this time?”

He pulled his pants up and turned around. It was not the street kid standing in front of him. His eyes widened.

“Hello, Murray.”

Murray zipped his trousers up, uncaring that he was standing in a puddle of his own piss. He stared at the old man in the alleyway.

Farmer.

“Don’t care if you’re a darkin’ ghost, give a man some privacy while he takes a piss next time.” Murray slurred the words, still feeling the drink in him.

He staggered away from the neon glow of the bar sign, toward the darkness of the alley where the Underground’s sweepers pushed discarded trash.

He began to dig through a pile while the old man stood silently and watched.

“Think you know something about me?” Murray turned and spat as he tossed aside a chewed-up fruit husk.

The ghost was still there.

“Wherever the dark you been, don’t care,” Murray said.

Farmer returned Murray’s stare. He raised a hand to his mouth and barked a wet cough.

The old man looked frail, wasted away.

“I know I look like shit, but you’ve got me beat,” Murray said as he turned and set back to digging through the trash heap.

He tossed a corroded can into the shadows, and a swarm of bats fluttered from their roost toward the cavern ceiling thousands of feet above.

“There we go!” Murray yelled as he dug his hand into the refuse down to the elbow and pulled out the black onyx bit.

Farmer stared at him, unmoving.

“I’m going to get a drink,” Murray said as he brushed past the old man, stepping back under the neon light and into the dingy bar beyond it.

Murray walked straight to the counter and slammed the onyx bit onto it.

“Same stuff.”

The Grunt barkeep sniffed the air before sliding an ale to Murray. “You smell like a Deep rat nest.”

“Don’t tell me you care, Tlik.” Murray downed half the glass and slouched forward to watch the blurry SystemView feed set above.

A cloak brushed against his arm. Farmer sat beside him, the old man’s eyes tracking Murray from beneath his cowl.

“Don’t darkin’ judge me, ghost,” Murray said. “I know where you’ve been. I know what you’ve done.”

Farmer didn’t say anything; he sat there. Just like the way he used to fight.

Farmer had trained Murray along with the rest of the Citadel’s veteran Grievar Knights. The man would wait for the slightest opening and give nothing before. And then it’d be over.

“You don’t think I know what you’re doing?” Murray yelled as he stood, towering above both the barkeep and Farmer. “You think I give a shit you’ve come back from the dead?”

“Settle down, Pearson,” the Grunt said wearily. “Don’t want to have to ask you to leave again. Why don’t you take that table over in the corner?”

Murray grabbed his ale and stalked across the dim room, nearly empty besides a pair of hawkers dealing at the far end of the bar. He threw his bulk into a seat at the corner table and called back. “Two more, Tlik.”

Farmer drifted across the floor and sat beside Murray. He pulled the cowl from his head.

Though Murray certainly wasn’t a specimen of health, he couldn’t help but frown, looking at his old coach. This was the man who had trained Murray, taught him nearly all he knew, acted a father to him.

Farmer’s cheekbones seemed to want to burst from his ashen skin. The burning eyes Murray remembered were now dulled, like candles starved for air.

“What was it like?” Murray asked. “Being in there.”

“You’ve trained in the Sim.” Farmer’s voice was parched, barely a whisper. “You know what these machinations are like.”

“I’ve trained in the Sim, but I’ve not lived more than a decade of my life in it.” Dormant anger bubbled up within Murray. “I’ve not stepped into the darkness, floating there in some tube, letting the Bit-Minders have their way with my path.”

Farmer broke into a spasm of coughing. He took a sip of the ale Tlik had placed on the table to calm the fit.

“It seems a long time I was gone, but within the darkness, it was only a heartbeat,” Farmer said. “To me, it was only yesterday when I was at the Citadel in my prime, leading the Knights alongside Memnon.”

“How . . . how the dark did you get out?” Murray asked, downing another ale, not knowing if he wanted to know the answer.

“The Cradle where I trained the brood,” Farmer said. “The Bit-Minders deemed it to be a flawed environment. They told me it was unlikely to turn out champions, as the program was designed for. And so, they released me from my service.”

Murray’s grip tightened on his glass. “I know. One of them, thing named Zero, told me as much. I paid him a visit at the Codex Surface-side. He said the Daimyo planned on deleting the program, getting rid of the kids hooked up to it still.”

Farmer nodded. “This is true.”

Murray’s jaw clenched, the anger bubbling up again. “Always the same. Treating these kids like things to be bought and sold, tossed out when they aren’t needed. And you, right in the middle of it. I used to admire you. I used to—”

“I accept my fault,” Farmer said. “My intentions were to help guide the kids within the Cradle, teach them the Codes so that they might be more than killing machines. But I was misguided in what I could do in such a place. I did not understand what little effect my nurturing would have when the Minders were in control of the environment.”

“Maybe death would have been best for them,” Murray growled. “Better than floating in a tube, getting used by all.”

“Perhaps,” Farmer whispered.

“Why did you come here?” Murray was weary. He stood, wanting to get out, away from this ghost.

The old man hacked again. “Murray, I’m working for one of the lords down here—”

Murray slammed his empty glass down on the table, shattering it. “You’re a darkin’ merc now, working for some soap-eater? Farmer, the greatest coach to grace the Citadel, now wiping some lord’s ass?”

“And you?” Farmer asked, staring up at Murray’s swaying body. “I came to see you because I heard you’d come Deep. I know why you came down here, Murray. But look at yourself. You’re a mess.”

“Forget me,” Murray whispered, staring off into the shadows of the bar. “Dark it all. I’m done with it.”

He began to walk toward the door.

“Murray!” Farmer barked after him. “The path still lies before you. The Codes are still within you.”

Murray didn’t turn around.
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