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HISTORICAL/MYTHOLOGICAL NOTE
The Abomination Vault
takes place eons prior to the Apocalyptic events portrayed in the games Darksiders and Darksiders II. The Horsemen’s abilities, weapons, magics, physical features—and, just perhaps, their true motivations—have changed and evolved, sometimes dramatically, during this time.

 
C
REATION IS NOT WHAT YOU BELIEVE IT TO BE
.

One world or one universe at the core of reality, crafted exclusively for humanity, presided over by a kind and benevolent Almighty? An eternal afterlife of reward or punishment? Angels swooping above, loyal to a Father whose every purpose they understand and exalt?

Hopeful misunderstanding at best; at worst, a deliberate lie.

Oh, there was a Creator, certainly, but what He intended, or even where He has gone, are mysteries to even the wisest of living minds. An afterlife? Hardly. No reward, no punishment. Only a purifying of the spirit, a purging of all memory, all
self
, before it passes through the Well of Souls to rejoin the flow of energy through Creation, to form new souls for new generations.

Angels? A hidebound, nearly stagnant people—and not remotely the eldest race of the cosmos—fighting in defense of a Creation they only
think
they understand, slaves to the ancient traditions and laws of Heaven.

Yes, there is a Heaven.

And there is a Hell.

And oh, so many worlds above, below, and beyond. Worlds that the angels of Heaven and the demons of Hell would kill—and
have
killed, millions of times over—to master.

Only the Charred Council—not angel, not demon, not Old One, but something
other
—holds the warring factions at bay. Only the Charred Council, and their fearsome servants, stand at the pivot point of all Creation, protecting the Balance from all who would see it shattered.

Barely.

Creation is far, far more than you believe it to be. And it is far, far older …

PROLOGUE
T
HE LIGHT WAS BY FAR THE WORST OF IT
.

Here, beyond the farthest outskirts of what could only laughingly be called the “civilized” reaches of Hell, any visitor—of which there were precious few—should certainly have expected horrors. Nor would they have been disappointed. The cramped passageways of this particular sanctum were flesh scraped raw; a wet, glistening, infected pink. Perspiration and other fluids, both fouler and more intimate, seeped from the ever-undulating surface. Each corridor flexed and trembled, an orifice trying to clamp itself shut, held open only by a thin latticework of what might or might not have been age-browned gristle.

Every footstep was treacherously slick. Every inhalation carried the acrid, choking stench of old sweat. Every hint of a breeze brought the echoes of unheard moans that might have been ecstasy, agony, or some unholy combination of the two.

And still the light was worse.

It flickered and danced, as firelight should, but its rhythms were subtly off, unnatural. The ambient hue was a jaundiced yellow, painful to view, somehow hot and sticky on the skin. It brought a sheen of perspiration to everyone it touched, as though the illumination itself were diseased.

Scattered at seemingly random intervals, in alcoves throughout the hallways and around the perimeter of a central chamber, glowed the sources of that awful light. Thick, ugly candles, from two or three to almost ten paces in height, arose from oily puddles. Only a close study of those waxen pillars revealed the figures encased within: mostly demonic, some few representing an array of Old Ones and even the occasional angel. Each blurred at the edges, flesh melding seamlessly into the surrounding wax; and each melted slowly, so slowly, body and life and soul providing fuel for the flame.

Flames that danced and flickered, not at random, but in time to the still-beating hearts within.

At one end of the vast hollow, nestled at the intersection of those passageways, sanity regained some semblance of a foothold. An array of gossamer curtains added a peculiarly stylish touch of color to the chamber. A raised dais, standing proudly against the wall of flesh, was constructed of mundane granite—although the interlaced web of gristle holding some of those stone blocks together spoiled the effect a bit. Atop that platform, a heap of demons writhed around a throne, carved of marble, cushioned in supple skin and locks of hair. Pressed tightly together, they moved almost as a single mass. Most were humanoid, but beyond that they had little in common. Some were beautiful, some hideous; some winged and some earthbound; some male, some female, some both, and a few neither. They squirmed and thrashed, moaned and gasped, as every so often their mistress would reach down from her throne and stroke their exposed flesh with hands as soft as burial shrouds.

Her skin was the deep purple of a nighttime storm, her dark hair wreathed in horns that only accentuated her unearthly allure. Emerald eyes that could coax an angel to sin—and had, on more than one occasion; a face to make a dead
man ache; a figure to make a golem sweat. She was desire made flesh on a nearly divine scale. A palpable lust exuded from her, like an animal musk, with every gesture. Few indeed, in Heaven, Hell, or between, could stand resolute before her. Most would have gladly allowed her to skin them alive, if only they might gaze upon and worship her as she carved.

Lilith. Queen of Demons, Mother of Monsters, lover and betrayer, temptress and traitor. Creation’s most exquisite lie.

The chamber hummed, faintly but consistently, with the crackling of the candle flames, the sighs of Lilith’s current favorites, the susurrus of her diaphanous silks. Lilith herself remained largely silent, however, her attention centered on the bulky figure standing at the foot of the dais, the source of the room’s only
meaningful
sounds. Visitors and petitioners were rare here in Hell’s outer reaches, in the domain of those demons currently out of favor. And this visitor, at least, had promised interesting things to say.

He was cloaked and hooded in a tattered robe of gray, his features swathed in shadow—as though such a simple effort could possibly have kept his name from Lilith in her own home. Still, she’d allowed him his charade, and considered his words as he told her of his plans, and of what he’d hoped the Demon Queen might contribute to his efforts.

He kept his gaze lowered as he spoke—perhaps a sign of deference, more likely a feeble effort to protect himself from the overwhelming strength of her presence. She found the attempt amusing.

“Why?” When she finally spoke, interrupting the last of the stranger’s presentation, her voice was thick, sultry, somehow enticing and repulsive at once. Addiction, given speech. “Why come to me with this?”

“I thought I’d made that clear.” The stranger’s words, in contrast, were gruff with only a hint of melody, like a troubadour
who had long since lost his voice. “We all know that you dealt heavily with the Nephilim before their extinction, for all that you’ve kept the details of your relations hidden. You’re said to know more of them than anyone, save perhaps the Charred Council. Who else has a better chance of unlocking the legacy they left be—”

“Yes, yes, yes.” Lilith ceased caressing the demons at her feet long enough to wave her fingers in dismissal. Even that brief cessation was enough to draw a despairing cry from her pets. “I understand
that
, idiot boy. I mean why waste the time? It was courageous of you to come here—some might say foolish—but to what end? What could possibly have made you think I’d
want
to involve myself in your scheme?”

The shabby hood twitched back, blatantly startled. “I … I assumed that you would see the value in the power we might unlock together. You’ve no reason to love Heaven
or
Hell. You could lay waste to everyone responsible for your current status, perhaps even force the great factions and the Charred Council to restore what was taken from you! You—”

“What was taken from me,” Lilith hissed, leaning sharply forward, “is of less importance than you seem to believe. Certainly not enough for me to set myself against all the forces of Creation! I have my own projects, far more subtle than the wars you hope to ignite. You offer enormous power, yes, but power shared. Power focused toward your own agenda. And I’ve no intention of abandoning plans already in motion. I will regain all that is mine, and more—but in
my
time,
my
way!

“You will, I’m afraid, simply have to unearth your precious secrets elsewhere.”

“I see.” The supplicant below her nodded. “Then we have nothing further to discuss, I think. I should—”

“Oh, I wouldn’t go
that
far.” Lilith stretched languidly in her throne, arching her back and pressing her breasts against
the flimsy silks with blatant intent. “I wouldn’t want you to leave here unhappy.”

“You wouldn’t want me to leave here as a potential
enemy
,” the other said. “Just in case I
do
succeed.”

He was good, this one. He
almost
hid the tremor in his voice, the quiver of longing in his body.

“I won’t deny that.” Lilith’s lips, darker than wine, parted as she slowly ran her tongue across teeth that should have gleamed white had the ambient light not cast them as an almost lightning yellow. “But surely you wouldn’t want
me
as an enemy, either. Not when we can part on better terms, when even an informal alliance could be
so
much more—pleasant.”

She knew the effect she was having on him, the effect she had on just about everyone. It wasn’t even seduction, not really; seduction implied a
choice
, and Lilith’s very nature stripped that choice from most sentient minds. She could practically see her influence crashing down on him in a deluge of need. He took a shuddering step, placing one foot upon the stairs of the dais, a hand reaching upward …
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