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‘Thought and existence are one. To think, one must first exist. For something to exist there must first be a mind to think upon it.’

—High Mage Rasnal Nalrost c. 233YH

Excerpted from The First Book Extant, Grimoire
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Reflections are Dangerous Things

Year 923YC, in the Year of the Church

HIDDEN IN SHADOW, a viral watched two breathers dump a body into the canal. He fiddled with a lump of silver at his neck, waiting for them to leave.

Vespers had ended. Acolytes in white woollens scurried away in the late-autumn moonlight. Raising the hood of his cloak, Threadfin Todder stepped away from the church wall, and crossed the cold earth towards the canal docks.

He paused by a gutter, still in the shadow of the church. Lightweight, the crossbow took seconds to load with a self-cocking lever. His other weapon was an iron dagger strapped to his leg. He touched the bone hilt before moving on through the frozen mulch and litter that was Lame City.

He sidestepped slush-rimmed puddles, which had frozen over. Reflections were dangerous, and anything could be watching.

The building he sought was four stories high, grey brick paled by a gibbous moon, and squatting close to the water. Disused warehouses lined the dark flow of the canal, which was dotted with rotting barges.

He never was one to let opportunity slip by, and was soon yanking at a dead woman’s fingers, prying loose those gaudy rings. The fact the corpse was still twitching didn’t stop him. He grinned on sight of the spring-powered clock, in the style of a pendant. Lost knowledge those, priceless. He shook it, and heard ticking. Old Atlantian. He’d pried one open once. A complicated mechanism, it quit working once he fiddled with it. 

Should keep those two bastards happy, he thought. He’d hauled her out of the water easy enough, since they hadn’t weighted the body. Making him wonder if they’d been amateurs, or maybe they hadn’t cared. Only the most powerful ignored loot this good. Didn’t even try making it look a mugging, and why bother? None cared. This was the Muck. Grim-blinded breathers got what they deserved anyhow.

‘Quit squirming, you daft dead bitch.’ He placed his leather boot against her skull and made a show of it. Why a corpse would still want to be, up and at ’em, might’ve bothered other folk, but not Threadfin Todder.

Pity the other hand was missing fingers. She looked like the type who wore too many rings. He scanned about for sign of three lumps of flesh, carrying weight, wriggling across the earth. 

Her undamaged hand reached for his face, but he slapped it down. The one time a woman wanted to go funny on him, and she was fish bait. He was no catch with his desiccated, green-tinged skin, sunken eyes and lank hair, but he wasn’t that desperate. Of course, he knew what was happening. Now, he enjoyed a joke as much as the next undeader, but she was taking it too far.

He freed the last of the rings, then a silver crucifix from around her neck. Never have too many of those. He kicked the corpse off him, and stepped away, tired of the game. 

‘Alright,’ he said aloud. ‘Enough, come on out.’ Standing side-on, he aimed the crossbow, arm outstretched as he sighted along its length. One could never be too careful in Lame.

The woman’s arms flailed like some possessed rag doll the rich used to import from Atlantis before it went and disappeared.

‘I know it’s you. Game’s up.’

Giggles erupted from the shadow of a doorway. Out stepped a girl of seventeen, thereabouts. A scrawny creature with tufts of blond hair and a face smeared with dirt, her skin also had a greenish tinge. Tezcat Licolo wore rags like all Muckers, under a dirty blue coat she’d traded for. He relaxed, lowering the weapon.

As far as he knew, they were the last two in existence. 

He didn’t depend on anything but a blade, which he wasn’t very good with, or the small one-handed crossbow, which wasn’t very effective. Truth be told, which he didn’t always do, he’d fired the crossbow but once, at a rat. 

Tezcat, on the other hand, didn’t need weapons. She was stronger than any he’d heard of. It made her a target, for those who noticed such. He’d taken it upon himself to make certain none did. Breathers hated the undead despite the fact few living had met one.

The dead woman flopped onto her belly and tried shoving herself up. Threadfin stifled a laugh. It looked like she was doing exercises. Was a bit late to be worrying about her health. A chuckle escaped him before he could stop. No, best not encourage her. It was for her own good.

He tried keeping his tone serious. The smile kept slipping back. The girl was talented. ‘Enough already.’

‘Doesn’t you want to kiss your, girlfriend?’ She skipped towards him, and waving her arms, made the corpse dance on its knees. The dead woman’s head tossed back and forth, the neck bones creaking as the swollen lips puckered.

‘Not unless I want to bring up last month’s guck.’ 

Tezcat frowned as she dropped her arms. The corpse fell flat with a wet thump. ‘You know, you used be more fun afore.’ She fidgeted with her fingers, rubbing at her dirty smooth skin. Still young, her body hadn’t decayed much. ‘Does you never think o’ me ... you know, like a sister?’

‘I already have a sister.’ She was far away, and well rid of him. In the whole wide terrible world, it was all that mattered.

‘Yeah, but she’s a breather, and she don’t take care of you. Not like I does, not no more. She don’t understand you, not like me, and I is here. She’s never here.’

He was rifling through the dead woman’s clothes again, in case he’d missed something, but paused to give her a stern look. ‘No one cared for me better. Not her fault she can’t be here.’ Was her fault he was stuck in Lame, but she’d had her reasons. Good ones, no doubt. ‘Besides, you always disappear. Sometimes, I can’t find you for days. Anyhow, I don’t see why you’re getting all upset.’

‘I’m angry at her.’

‘How can you be mad at someone you’ve never met? I’ve told you next to nothing about her.’

She grimaced, and then held out an object in her hand. ‘Look, I got you a present. Bet she never got you presents?’

He stopped what he was doing and stared at the leather bag she had produced from somewhere within her blue coat. It had a wooden stopper in a narrow, wrinkled neck.

‘You told me, you know,’ she said, ‘that you had a problem. Wasn’t easy getting hold o’ it, but I was told it would work. Cost me forty scrips too. Don’t look at me like that. I have enough hidden. Got it, you know, from a breather what don’t ask questions much.’

‘What is it?’

‘They don’t like it. It’s called paper, or no wait, peppermint oil. It came in on them ships in Paldan, I think. They got all sorts o’ weird stuff. You want a lemon?’ She dug one out of her blue coat, offering it.

Eyeing the offensive yellow lump, he shook his head. Damn infestation was getting out of hand. He’d already gotten a salt bath to dry him out and used the last of the natron weeks ago. ‘Thanks, but what do I do with it?’

‘Try rubbing it on or drink it. I dunno, maybe both. Oh,’ she added, digging into her other pockets, ‘I got what else you asked for too.’ She handed him a blue clay pot. This one contained natron from the dry lake beds of Valtar. ‘Cost double from last time though.’

It was getting harder to acquire such items without raising suspicions. ‘You get enough for yourself?’ 

She nodded. ‘We used do stuff together, ’member?’

‘Not sure I do,’ he said, busy stuffing the jar and leather bag into his own pockets along with the loot. There was nothing more on the corpse worth a bother. 

‘Don’t lie. You do ’member. We freaked them poshers at Paladin Fervent’s party with them dead moggies. Never heard as much screechin’ and squawkin’ and those was the guests. That moggy with no eyes was priceless.’ 

Threadfin paused a second time, and gave the girl a longer look. Underneath all the dirt, her skin was pale despite its olive cast. Her hands and lips had a bluish touch. In many ways, they were kin, both despised and cast aside. ‘I guess,’ he said, ‘I do kind of think of you like a sister, sort of.’

She gave him a big smile. ‘You ’member we gave them acolytes huge boils on the bum that time?’ She erupted in laughter. ‘Thought they’d ... they’d caught a form o’ plague. None o’ them could sit for a week, and ’member that old paladin wearin’ a facemask shooing them half naked out o’ the church with a brush?’ She was gripping her sides now in hysterics. ‘They was, they was runnin’ ... clutchin’ their white ...’

He fought the urge to join her. Yes, it was a good night. ‘Times have gotten dangerous. Exemplars have been nosing about, and there’ve been murders. You know what breathers are like. Told you before, you shouldn’t display your magic. What if someone saw, eh? They might take you for a viral, and then what?’

‘I is a viral.’ 

‘Yes, but they don’t know that.’

She shrugged. ‘Tis you that needs watchin’ after. I mean, what would you do without me?’ She grabbed his emaciated forearm and gave it a tight squeeze, grinning. ‘I’s your guardian angel, me. Saved you from hurt three times now, hasn’t I?’

‘No need to keep a tab,’ he muttered. ‘Anyhow, that third time doesn’t count. Was you who put me in that position in the first place.’ 

He spotted a shadow detach from the wall nearby. Shoving Tezcat behind him, he grabbed his crossbow from where he’d set it on the ground. At this range, he would kill his target without question. Well, fine, no point kidding myself. Perhaps not kill then, but seriously wound. It was a small crossbow, after all, one of only two in existence. What if I shoot whoever it is, in the face? Yeah, that would work.

‘Threads,’ cried Tezcat, ‘no!’ She rushed to place herself in his way, waving her arms. ‘He’s a friend.’

Two feet in height, the shadow materialised into a cloaked figure holding a rotten branch like a staff. It emitted a series of growls as it hobbled towards them. Nothing of its features was visible.

Threadfin took a step back from them both. He kept the weapon aimed at the creature’s face, while at the same time clutching the lumpy crucifix at his neck. ‘What are you doing with one of those?’

She glanced down at the creature, which was hugging her right leg. ‘Tis just a mongrel.’

‘I know what it is. What are you doing with one?’

‘I like him.’

‘Listen,’ he said, taking a moment to calm himself. ‘You know they’re not liked around here. Damn pests eat all the food, not that nobody’s got much.’

‘Thought you don’t care ’bout breathers? Why you care what they eat?’

‘They give us a bad name, well, a worse one then what we already got. You know there’s fools think we and mongrels are all the one.’ 

‘You mean they gives you a bad name. I doesn’t got a name. There’s no other undeaders around here I’ve never seen, but us.’

‘That’s aside the point, Cat. They finger anything they get their claws on. It’ll rob you blind soon as you turn your back.’

‘They is nothin’ but tall tales and you know it. I heard they’s good with words and stuff. Capital uses them as scribblers and so does them Church paladins. Bet he’s smarter than you. Not his fault he’s down on his luck.’

‘The word is scribes.’ 

‘What I said weren’t it, scribblers.’

‘Look, people around here don’t like paladins. They hoard all the money and everyone else gets nothing. It means folk don’t like anyone who works for them. Breathers take notice of your friend, and they might just notice you. Besides, you don’t know where it’s been.’ 

‘Don’t know where you been, but that don’t bother me. And I don’t see how he’s different from any o’ us.’ She’d folded her arms, a scowl on her face. He knew the look well. His sister had worn the same when being as grolg-headed. It was the way of women, living or undead. ‘What’s your problem, anyways?’ she huffed. ‘Since when you care what breathers think? We steal too don’t we?’

‘We don’t have any choice.’

‘Neither does he.’

‘We take from those who got more, and then most when they’re cold and stiff.’

‘You’re cold and stiff.’

The creature uttered a growl and stamped its staff as though cursing him with a spell. Probably was. He took a few more steps back. He still hadn’t lowered the crossbow, ready to shoot if it turned on her. None knew what mongrels did, nor much of anything about them. They appeared to understand human language but none, living or undead, knew theirs. That they were intelligent and crafty was enough for him. His sister’s mongrel had been just as bad.

She bent down and whispered to it. It turned about and hobbled into the shadows, and then he lowered the weapon. ‘Found it hurt a few weeks back. Twas dying, Threads. I think mayhap Sprog feels he owes me.’

‘You named it, Sprog?’

She stepped closer to gawk at the loot remaining in his hands. ‘Nothin’ good?’

‘Here,’ he said, passing her the ring with a fat red stone. ‘Trade this, but be careful where and to who, and keep it away from the mongrel.’

‘Paladin Ralan comes here once a month lookin’ about. Stupid do-gooder rubbish for the Church I guess. Bought a silver locket off me once and a necklace I filched from the Glut last summer. Looks at me all weird, like he knows stuff, but he’ll pay.’ 

‘Be careful of him. A breather like that could turn, and don’t settle just because you’re hungry, you hear? You won’t get full value, but worth least a hundred scrips, this one. Hold out for seventy.’ Virals ate sea grasses, mostly, sometimes molluscs and fish too. Something in seafood helped keep the rot at bay, not that he knew what it was. Lame, however, wasn’t near the sea and kale was getting expensive. Buying it at all was risky. There were folks who knew about their needs, not many, but some. The exemplars knew. Undead children needed to eat the stuff daily. At Tezcat’s age, she needed it four times a week. Threadfin stole what he could.

She examined the ring in the dying light. ‘What’s got you robbin’ the dead, anyhow? Not seen you do that in years. Thought you was movin’ up in the world, like you always gob about. Weren’t you into bigger stuff?’

‘I have commitments, and Crawl’s blackened my name. You know, ah, since the, ah, outbreak.’

She shook her head as she slipped the ring safe within her coat. ‘I didn’t do nothin’, I didn’t.’ 

He gave her a hard stare until she looked at her feet, frowning. ‘You’re a special one.’ He touched her cheek. ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s going to be okay. He’s forgotten about it by now I expect.’ Not bloody likely. ‘I’ll find a way out for the two of us.’

‘Three o’ us.’

‘Eh?’

‘Sprog, he’s coming too.’

Threadfin groaned.

‘When we going? Where? Soon? Can we go south? I always dreamt o’ seeing the Gulley. Never saw a wall that tall afore. We’ll see giants. I heard they’s got wings, right? Can they fly? I bet they can’t, but then what they got wings for? You never saw a giant? Hey, you listening to me?’

Muttering under his breath, he then said, ‘Well, as to all of that, I got word from Crawl an hour ago.’

‘Don’t go back,’ she begged in a soft voice. ‘Don’t trust him, again. You don’t need him. We done fine by our own. Let’s just go.’

He tried his, no nonsense, I mean business, face. ‘This has nothing to do with you, understand? I’m just telling you out of courtesy, case anything happens.’ He softened his tone a little. ‘Look, I don’t have much say in all this. If I did, I wouldn’t be here in the first place. It’ll be okay.’

‘Who’ll watch your back?’ she whispered, looking crestfallen.

‘Promise me, you’ll stay out of the way. I don’t need a bodyguard, nor a girl, even an undead one.’

‘I’s not a bodyguard,’ she whispered. ‘I is your guardian angel.’ She turned and walked away. 

Rogue had no one else. Not that he was much. He feared for her. Last time was too close for comfort. The prime had been a bit upset about it. He hadn’t found a safe way to help her escape, yet, but he would.

He glanced back at the woman’s corpse, and saw it move. ‘Cat, you still messing about?’ He took a few steps away and searched for sign of the girl. No, she was gone. He turned back to study the corpse. The dead woman was still. Was he imagining it? He stepped closer, wary. The body was motionless, but within the half-frozen puddle she lay in, her reflection wasn’t. Too late, he failed to avert his gaze.

The reflection’s eyes opened and sought him out. It tried to speak, hands reaching for him from the water, seeking his help. The reflection, however, wasn’t of the dead woman at his feet. 

It was of his sister, Aiyana.

Within the puddle, polluted by blood and mud, he saw a gigantic creature cloaked in flame, clawed hand reaching towards her. He could tell its size from what was around it. Perhaps twelve feet tall, the dark giant stood within the shattered walls of a city. The dead lay in piles at its feet. Aiyana turned to face it, standing her ground resolute and stubborn as always. Beside her, another figure formed, blurry, though it seemed feminine. The figure stabbed his sister through the chest with a shining blade. Threadfin cried out.

The vision faded, coalescing into another, this of a dark-skinned woman he didn’t know. She gestured at him, urgent, before the vision melted away.

Threadfin forced his gaze from the water. You should know better, he thought, angry at himself. Reflections were dangerous things. Turning, he fled from the docks into an alley and out onto the dark streets of Lame. 
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Chapter 2
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A Job Offer

THREADFIN DIDN’T KNOCK, just shoved the door open. He tried not thinking about the vision. She doesn’t need me, he thought. She made it very clear. His useless so-called talent couldn’t help anyhow. He had no fighting skills and besides which, he was two thousand miles away.

No guards as he entered, his boots thudding on the splintered wood. Was the taproom of The Willow Wand. Once a disreputable tavern and brothel, it straddled the Muck and Glut, squatting between a blacksmith’s forge and sydarag stables. The pounding ring of iron echoed through the grave quiet of the tavern. Most cities had a district or quarter named the Muck or Glut, no matter what the official name was. Simple and uncomplicated and the way he liked it.

A pity his existence wasn’t. Folks who knew him suggested he was a boil on the arses of the rich. He did like that one. Others, said he was a scoundrel or a thief, not worth spit. Then, there were the handful who held to the rumour he didn’t like, that he’d been born dead, from a plague birth. Rumours like that could see someone hurt. They whispered it in dingy alleys or tar-licked taverns between slurps of beer, in stories meant to scare children abed.

Plagueborn, he thought, digging a maggot out of his neck with his fingernails. The fools believed what they heard at the pulpit, convinced by all the self-righteous slop served to them by the paladins. He flicked the maggot away, sought another. He crossed the wide room to the bar counter. The tavern wasn’t used as such now, the previous owners gone. They’d dragged a copper brazier inside, the smouldering coals giving off more smoke than heat. The hearth set in the left wall was unusable. That side of the tavern had subsided, the walls fissured. The wide brazier stood close to a blackened granite pillar. Tables and chairs lay upended, most smashed to feed the flames. A lingering stink of ale soaked into the wooden floorboards, combined with a stench of smoke, and sweat.

The prime sat behind the bar on a stool, in a sleeveless leather vest. Sores encrusted his pale-skinned flabby arms, a few weeping, others red and bulging. His greying hair was lank and dirty, much of it hiding his face. Coal black eyes peered out beneath a wide jutting brow. His face was slick with sweat, large dark patches spreading from the armpits of his grey tunic. Threadfin was certain the man was descended from a Nephilim, had to be with that face. Seventh generation, maybe, eighth? He wasn’t a tall man, though he was fat. Ninth, then.

‘Fin’, the prime croaked, swiping at his face with a rag. 

‘Good to see you, Crawl,’ Threadfin growled, as he approached the crime boss. ‘You’re looking ... ah, vibrant. The healing cream I got for you working, eh? Felt bad about it, by the way. You’ve no idea; couldn’t sleep a wink, tossing and turning. A few nightmares too.’ The vision replayed in his mind, but he forced it away. He was useless, pathetic. Besides, she didn’t want his help.

‘Hah!’ The older man spat pips into a clay bowl. ‘That’s good, good, seeing how your kind doesn’t need sleep and all.’ He was sucking on lemons, and held up an oversized browning wedge.

That wasn’t quite true, but there was no point arguing. ‘Ah, no, thanks, but don’t mind me. You suck away.’

Crawl shook his head, jowls quivering as he laughed. ‘Fin’, you know you’re my favourite.’

‘Ah, no, I didn’t know that. Thought ol’ Roper had the honour. He—’ 

‘Roper’s dead.’

‘Oh, I see.’ He’d liked Roper. Kept to himself and did his bit, but they’d worked together a few times. Straight up was, Roper. Not a bad sort, he supposed, for one of the living.

‘Nasty business; rather not talk about it.’

‘Ah,’ said Threadfin, rubbing his lacerated palms on his dirty cloak, ‘you see I didn’t know I was next in line.’

‘What are you going on about?’

‘Well, apart from Roper, you never seemed to like anyone.’

‘You’ve been promoted. That’s why, right now, you’re not dead.’

‘I’m, ah, undead. You know, half dead, scourge of the earth, harbinger of doom, my kind.’

‘Good, good. You know, promotions don’t always last. You’re up and walking about, aren’t you? I can fix that. Purges did for the rest of your lot, didn’t they?’

‘Ah, you know, I only read about it. Dull book, no drawings. You know, I think I’ll have a bit of that.’ He reached for a wedge of lemon, hoping for a way to distract Crawl from such thinking. He sucked on the bitter flesh, wincing at the burn on his lips. He felt his face shrivel as the full taste struck. He fought the urge to spit it out. How did Tezcat even stand them? Well, best be polite and all. He tossed the rind away with a nervous flick and wondered if he’d be able to speak again. His mouth felt as though it had shrivelled to nothing. Hell’s Teeth, but I hate lemons. 

‘Tis a balance, you see,’ said Crawl, spitting more pips. ‘Knowing which ones should live and which should not. I like balance. You understand balance, Fin?’ 

There was a movement of shadows beyond the light of the brazier, from a stairs in the corner. A moment later, a powerful hand touched his shoulder, another tugging the crossbow and dagger free. They even took the bolts. Thank the Spectrum above he’d thought to hide his loot before coming. Those other two wouldn’t have appreciated his returning empty handed.

A sore burst on Crawl’s left cheek, spraying pus. The lemons must’ve been having an effect. ‘Weren’t planning to shoot me now, were you Fin? Not friendly, no not at all.’

He shook his head vigorously. ‘Ah, um,’ he managed to say, working the taste out of his mouth, ‘I hear you’ve a job going?’ Either there’s work or they plan to terminate my ... his sister’s face, interrupted his thoughts. He stomped on the image. I can’t help her. Hell’s Teeth, she told me she didn’t need me. Fair near screamed it at him.

The guard – Threadfin started upon noticing the hooded man’s huge size – handed the crossbow to the prime, who examined it. ‘Worth a bit is this, I’d wager,’ said Crawl. ‘Atlantian work isn’t it? Light and compact, if not very powerful. Need to be up close and personal to kill. An early example, I’ve no doubt, what they call a prototype I believe. Yes, I can see its potential. You know, I heard once they made a Fire Stick. A big long metal tube it was. I even got to see drawings. Never learned what it did. Worst thing could’ve happened that island vanishing. All them contraptions of theirs lost for all time, enough to make an old man weep.’

‘Ah, the job ...?’

‘Where was I now?’ continued Crawl, wiping his large forehead. ‘Oh yes, they disappoint me, you see. I give them a job, out of the goodness of my heart, and they botch it. I don’t get any scrips. I do get a whole lot of grief. I don’t like grief. You like grief, Fin?’

‘Ah, well, see ...’

‘Roper died from grief. Terrible business it was.’ 

Now what was that supposed to mean? ‘Okay, I see you’re angry with me. Just wait a sec, and I, ah, I can explain all—’

‘Ten paladins have the pox, Fin. Not one, not three, not even five. Could’ve lived with five, could’ve handled five, could’ve explained five. Ten. There were only eleven in the city to begin with. Two months and it hasn’t cleared up, three of the bastards at Grim’s gate, not that anyone will miss them.’ 

Breathers. They could all choke, burn, or whatever was quickest. What did he care if they were ill? 

‘Worse, tis spreading from the Glut out here to the Muck.’ Crawl scratched at another sore on his nose. ‘Yet, while you were achieving that, you failed to complete the job I sent you for.’

Threadfin found himself staring at the sore on Crawl’s nose, though it disgusted and horrified him. It took every ounce of strength to pull his gaze away. ‘Uh huh,’ he muttered. ‘Well, was just one of those things. You know how it is. Slip ups happen, and it all bursts apart.’ It was a real effort not to wait for the boil to pop. Looked like it would ... any second now.

‘Our mutual benefactor wants your head to adorn his mantel, for parties and such. A nice mantle, all red-veined marble, you know the good stuff. I like a nice bit of marble. Now, I’ve faith in you, and I told him that. This job will set all to rights. You will leave the brat behind this time. I warned you about her. She’s a dangerous one, and ought be put down. Tried catchin’ the bitch, myself, but she’s a sly one.’

His eyes met Crawl’s then, his nervousness dissolving in an instant. ‘I’m warning you, don’t speak of her that way.’

‘Hah,’ barked the old crook, slapping the bar and popping more sores on his hide with the effort, except the one on his nose. It was like an itch Threadfin couldn’t reach. ‘Backbone, yes, that’s what I want from you. Good, good, as long as you don’t take it too far.’ He paused, tossed a rind away and placed Threadfin’s dagger atop of the bar, leaning forwards. ‘Listen to me, Todder. I know you’re fond of the girl. Fine, fine, that’s your business, but you will leave her behind. Don’t think me a fool.’

Just leave her behind, he thought. Easier said than done. ‘Already sorted, knew your mind on this. I told her off. She’ll not bother us again.’ Maybe he could make this last job work. Collect enough scrips and get them both out. It would cost a lot to get out under Crawl’s nose and keep them out of the claws of exemplars, not to mention his two, guardians. He could use Tezcat’s talent to create a big distraction. Burn half the city down, too.

‘This goes wrong and it won’t be me you need worry about. We Muckers mean nothing to them, but your kind mean less. Officially, your lot’s all exterminated. I like that, all official and on parchment. Makes employing you easier. But remember, those Redcloaks need just one excuse. You know who holds them back, but do you know why?’

Threadfin shrugged.

‘Because you’re useful, and maybe he’s a soft spot for you. Do as you’re told, do all the dirty work in their power games, take all the risk, keeping their hands clean. That changes ...’

‘Get somebody else if you don’t trust me.’ His entire life he was an outcast, hidden from notice, his true nature ignored at best. He was tired of them pushing him in all directions, but the one he wanted to take. 

Crawl leaned back. The stool groaned a warning beneath his weight. ‘Nope, no one else can do this. Believe me, I’ve thought hard on it. It has to be you.’

I bet you have, you old lump of lard. He knew a trap when he saw one. All that remained were the details. What he couldn’t understand was why the trouble? Why not kill him right there and then? ‘And, if I refuse?’

‘For starters, your two friends won’t be pleased. Said you’ve not reported in days. Asked me to find you, and put you working. They don’t like losing scrips any more than I do. Lovely, how they watch over you. Nice touch. Like family.’

‘They can go right down Grim’s gullet for all I care. I’m sick of making those bastards rich, not to mention you.’ He felt the anger surge inside of him, and let it. He couldn’t do anything for her. To Hell’s Teeth, and down Cerberus’ hoary gullets with those cursed visions.

‘Did you know, Fin, they’ve orders to end you, if you try to escape. If you did escape, one word to the exemplar guard will see you hunted across the imperium. Try getting about without a head. Mayhap you’ll keep walking but hard to see where you’re going without a head. Might be interesting to see what happens though. I love experiments. You like experiments, Fin?’

Threadfin’s guardians had twisted those orders to their own purpose, to fill their pockets, but who cared? ‘Perhaps I’m sick of this existence. I don’t fear them. I don’t fear you. Try me, Crawl.’

‘You should be careful of your words, Todder. I’m about the only person who can see you out of this city nice and safe. Think on it.’ That gave Threadfin pause. It was the first time Crawl had ever hinted he might help him escape. Part of the trap, yes, it had to be. 

‘Tezcat’s her name, ain’t it,’ Crawl went on, ‘the girl? Though I’ve heard, you like to call her, Cat. That’s sweet, like a pet name. You like pets, Fin? Might get me a pet of my own. I always take good care of my pets.’ The fat breather gave him a strange look then, as though he was supposed to understand.

He thought he did. Crawl was vicious in a pleasant sort of way, but still vicious. I should never have made friends with her. I’ll bring her a terrible end. ‘Okay, okay, what am I to steal this time?’

‘Oh, nothing much. A bunch of documents pertaining to Governor Paladin Rajax. They’re in a lockbox in his mansion. You have five days from midnight. Not an hour more.’

Had he been a breather, his heart would’ve thundered in his chest. Last time was dangerous enough, the documents he’d to pilfer on the person of a Paladin in the heart of the Glut.

‘Oh,’ he said, feeling angry. ‘The governor’s mansion, as in the governor of this city? The same bastard who happens to be your benefactor? The same Rajax who wants my head on his mantle? The same mansion, which is guarded by a full garrison, and here I was thinking you’d a suicidal job going. Well, what a relief.’ Not that he couldn’t do the job if he wanted to. Was a matter of principle.

‘Oh, this is coming straight from the top. Was him who requested this one, requested you.’

Even better. ‘Oh, and there I was worrying for nothing. Can I at least have my weapons back?’ He might have need of those yet.

‘Hah, hah,’ laughed Crawl, tossing him the crossbow, bolts, and dagger, ‘always did like you, Fin. Be a shame to see that change.’ The prime dismissed him with a wave, and resumed sucking his lemons.

†
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AS HE SEARCHED THE city for the girl, Threadfin racked his maggot-riddled brains for an explanation. He knew the job for a trap, and Crawl had meant for him to see it. Admittedly, he hadn’t at first, but careful thinking made it plain. First, he would never have ordered such a job. Second, if he suspected Rajax of anything, he would’ve had him killed. Besides, five days to do a job? Crawl knew better. Heavily guarded mansion or no, he could’ve done it in one night. No, the message was plain as the boil on Crawl’s nose, which had never popped.

He’s warning me to get out of Lame. What was going to happen in five days?

Why though, did Crawl warn him at all, and why hadn’t he spoken it plainer? Why did the prime insist he not take Tezcat with him? That last, he was going to ignore. No, he didn’t like not knowing and ignorance was dangerous. Between that and his vision, which he tried not thinking about, he knew he had to leave. Where would he go? Back to Icarthya?

Ahead near the end of the street, three scruffy traders argued with a well-dressed merchant while two women entered a plain dressmaker’s shop. Closer, a beggar sat by a low wall, his useless legs half covered with a blanket, snoring. This was the edge of what Muckers termed the Glut, where fat merchants plied their wares and Church bankers stole everyone’s money. 

He stumbled in the street, feeling odd. He glanced at his hands and noticed a dark ribboning beneath his skin. 

His vision dimmed as he floundered about. A blackness, like smoke, leaked through his pores and spiralled about his emaciated fingers, licking his half rotten skin. He tried to remain conscious and on his feet. He stumbled onward, as a strange illness took hold.
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Chapter 3
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Death Knell

THE IMPERATOR, MARKUS Olen Todralan, was dead. Screams and the clash of arms echoed throughout the Black Palace. The death knell exited from the bowels of the palatium, travelling corridors bathed in torch light.

It reached Canaan Pen Luthus as a faint dissonance. His dark skin and jet-black hair marked him as Valtari. The red and white plumes of his helmet’s crest named him high exemplar. His hobnailed boots, and those of the exemplars in his wake, rapped on the red-veined marble, a solid sound reminding him of order and justice. His warghounds, Cyllo and Nape, reaching waist height, loped on either side with ears erect and muscles tensed.

The city of Icarthya beyond the palace curtain wall slept unaware. Canaan would see it remain that way. They didn’t need hysteria in the streets. By the time they became aware, it would be too late.

He made a sharp gesture. Cyllo and Nape growled in unison as four exemplar guardsmen he didn’t trust stalked down a wide stairwell, chasing shadows. The palace complex was vast, including six levels and courtyards. There were also the sydarag stables, the gardens, groves, and the churches, not to mention the servant quarters and hidden passageways. They’d made arrests and interrogated over a dozen in the preceding two hours. He went through the motions, as was expected of his position. Chaos and tragedy had struck the Icarthian capital, and it was his duty to restore order. The blood-red cloaks of his exemplars were livid against the white marble interior, as they marched onward. 

The fools were clueless as to the nature of their enemy. ‘They have struck at our heart,’ they had claimed. ‘A viral plot,’ they were certain. ‘A new purge,’ they offered in solution. Well, Plagueborn were the enemy. In this, they were correct, if in nothing else. The purges had been pious foolery, a wasted effort while the real threat escaped, although the inherited memory of that slaughter had proved useful. These poor imbeciles had no idea how much was at stake, and how little their misplaced faith would help them. He’d whittled down their number to those he trusted or needed. There would be time to convert others later. First, establish control.

Canaan and his remaining chosen ten, marched through an open colonnade. They emerged into the central courtyard, which was the largest and highest. He gestured and five guardians checked the darker extremities. Going through the motions. Lulling them with routine. They would turn on him, if they suspected the truth. They would resist.

‘Report,’ he demanded as they returned.

‘There’s no one,’ answered Niyala. She had the pasty complexion of most northern Icarthians, short golden-white hair, and was his second. His first choice, the desire for power was strong in her. Well, she would have it, if not quite as she’d imagined. ‘Whoever did it, they’re gone. They must have taken the princess. We’re too late. We have failed.’

‘The day I ask you what you think, Yala, will be a cold, cold day in hell. You don’t think. You do.’

The woman was slow in lowering her gaze. He noted a spasm of anger in her face. Yes, he’d chosen well, as he had with each of the ten. ‘Yes, High Exemplar,’ she said in a voice dripping with false humility. Canaan did not doubt her obedience, but he knew this one would take his place in a heartbeat, if the opportunity arose. The exemplars were nothing more than tools. Their use was nearing an end, as was the fulfilment of the plan, but he would use them a while longer.

‘She is alive, until I say otherwise,’ he snapped. ‘We find her and secure her. Our future depends on it. Understood?’

They nodded as Cyllo nudged him. Nape gripped his hand in her teeth but didn’t break the skin. He fondled their necks. He’d received the bitches as a gift from Markus Olen, on his promotion. He should feel guilt, perhaps, but he did not.

‘What are you jackdaws gawping at? Secure the grounds. Find her!’

The Throne Room was his destination. The delay in the plan maddened him, but he had no choice. There had been a guard placed on the princess’s chambers, each man he’d selected himself. He’d checked those rooms first, finding smashed oaken furniture and shattered delicate worked alabaster vases and bronze statuettes. The guards had fought, and all were dead. He had not reckoned on the girl’s Darken being so good. He had failed to discover the bodyguard’s identity. The error had cost him.

The brother was in exile in the west, though no official record of him existed. He hated delays, but he would take care of him soon. He shook his head, annoyed at letting his thoughts wander. The last remaining Todralan had to sit the throne. She would not leave this city. He knew her too well.

He marched towards the throne room with head high, mind focused. The truce would hold for a time, but it would fall apart once events got underway. He’d planned for that too. He would do his part, but he would claim his reward. Liviana Avitus did not seem to realise how precarious her position was. He was not about to enlighten her.

His ten spread out. About the courtyard’s perimeter were blackened braziers, flames flickering in the rising breeze, casting shapes. Leaf-bladed short swords in hand, they picked their way across the marble squares, like Soul & Fury pieces moving according to an invisible play master. He gave a slight smile at the thought. It was what they were about to become, pieces in a game.

They exited the courtyard, climbed the basalt steps. They passed through another colonnade, these pillars bearing the likenesses of Todralan ancestors. The carved faces unnerved him, as though judging him. They had no right.

The doors to the antechamber stood open, unguarded as arranged. With the imperial marshal still in the west, the city was his, at least, for a few more minutes. Doubts gnawed at him, but he forced them back, crushed them. For now, he would play her game, because it suited him, because Avitus stood well above him. 

For now.

The yawning dark of the antechamber was total. Pen Luthus turned to his chosen ten. ‘Whatever we face, we stand together.’ Going through the motions, lull them until it was too late. Otherwise, things might prove ... distressing. The conversion would take a little time, but by dawn, they would be exemplars no more. They would be thraels, and his to use as he wished. Their first task would be to travel to the city of Lame and find Threadfin Todralan.

‘We fall together,’ said Altus, one of his captains.

‘For the imperium,’ said Berg, who was the other.

‘For the imperatrix.’  

The high exemplar and his hapless ten entered the Throne Room. ‘For the Spectrum, and for justice,’ he whispered. 

The animals stalked behind them, ears laid back. Growls rose in their gullets before they began to whine. Too late, they sensed a threat no warghound should ever have to face.
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A Strange Illness

A CALLUSED HAND gripped his jaw and forced his mouth open. Threadfin wanted to tell whoever it was to go kiss the Grim’s hoary backside, but managed a mumble instead. 

‘Bite on this,’ said a familiar voice. His teeth grated on wood, but a spasm forced his jaw to clench. ‘You must bite down. Else, it’ll be your tongue or whatever you call that rotting thing in your head.’

‘Wouldn’t mind a bit of quiet around here,’ said another voice a little further away. ‘I thought the dead were meant to be silent? He makes more noise than a buggered darag.’

A weight descended on him as a body half straddled Threadfin’s waist. Cold fingers gripped his skin. He felt for the silver lump around his neck, gripped it tight. He was on his back on a straw filled mattress.

‘Open your eyes,’ said the voice. Hot garlic breath washed over him. ‘Fight it, you stupid grave maggot.’

‘Don’t bother,’ said the other. ‘You know, these walking stiffs never did sit right with me.’ 

‘Shut your gob, Pods.’

‘I can’t,’ Threadfin mumbled, tossing his head, ‘... do this.’

‘Listen up, worm breath. Open them eyes or I’ll thrash you within an inch o’ your half-life. Look at me.’

A face covered in dirty whiskers came into focus, pale and stretched, older though not old, fifty or thereabouts. Ludwole Felps, a minder who made his existence a misery. A former soldier of the Actaeon Guard, it was said. Threadfin’s father had chosen both condemned men from the dungeons, a guarantee his disowned offspring would remain forgotten. These men would face worse than a dungeon if they revealed his true nature, identity, or whereabouts.

‘Now, bite on this until the fit passes.’ Ludwole forced the peg between Threadfin’s teeth.

His other minder hovered close. A man over forty, Podral Pole was lean with filthy brown hair, and a livid scar from the corner of his right eye to his chin. Like Threadfin, he was a thief, although by choice. Not that he bothered with the trade anymore. Why risk capture, when they had an undeader to do it for them? Sit back and get rich doing nothing. ‘Might be he’ll swallow his tongue, and choke. Do us all a favour. Look, why don’t you leave it to me? I’ll take care of it.’ 

Ludwole grunted and spat, turning to regard his companion. ‘Keep it up, and I’ll cut out your tongue and use it to gag this piece o’ grolg dung. Don’t you go forgetting the last time you crossed me, because I haven’t.’ 

‘Hey now, what did I say? Just making observations. You’re always telling me to keep my eyes open, aren’t you?’

The old soldier turned his attention back to Threadfin with a snarl. He leaned in close. ‘What you get for us, this time? A few useless rocks some nag bought cheap the edge o’ the Glut, and a fancy clock? What good are you to me sick, eh? Now listen, you useless sack o’ bones. You’re goin’ to survive this because I’m not done gettin’ rich. If I has to watch over your miserable hide, then I should at least get smothered in gold. By the by, that fancy bow o’ yours is mine, and the dagger. Holding out on us weren’t you. Let’s call them part payment on what you damn well owe.’

Threadfin groaned, and not because of the pain, which had eased a bit. He always hid his crossbow and dagger before coming to this villa. He liked that crossbow. Hard to come by. At least, his thoughts were clearer. Maybe he could get his stuff back before Felps sold them, if he could get up and move.

Dust dribbled from wooden rafters above, as the villa quivered from a mild earth tremor. There had been many of those since their arrival a decade ago, but Threadfin had grown up with tremors, which were worse closer to the capital. Anyhow, they never bothered him, and few were strong enough to raise an eyebrow at, save one a few years back, when thousands perished near Byrsa.

Candle and torchlight sputtered throughout the airy villa as the room suffered another shake. The thief sounded as though he was praying.

‘Pods, quit that mutterin’ o’ yours. There’s none up there, or anywhere else, who’ll listen to the likes o’ you.’

‘You’ve seen what happens. You’re not blind, man. Might be, you’d be better off troubling yourself with a few supplications of your own. Can’t hurt, can it. I’ve never seen grave spawn do anything like that afore. A few prayers can’t hurt.’

‘There’re fleas on that parchment you call a hide, who’ve a better chance o’ being heard. Now, shut it.’

‘Is he worth it?’ asked Pole with a snarl, coming closer. ‘Don’t know half what you think you do. Do him and let’s get going. The lad’s had a foot in the grave since day one, so what’s the difference?’

Threadfin tried to grab the old soldier’s arm, while forcing out the peg with a leathery tongue. He felt a strength in his body return, alien and frightening. ‘I have to get back to Icarthya. Listen to me ... I’ve seen it.’

Ludwole stepped back from Threadfin’s hand. He stared at him with an unreadable expression.

‘Come on, Lud,’ urged the other thief. ‘The garrison don’t care what happens to him. No one does. If we’re questioned, we can say he tried escaping. We’d no choice, with heavy hearts and all that shit. Imperial orders, right? Besides, I’m sick of these damned tremors. I want to go elsewhere, where the ground stays still.’

‘I can’t help her ...’ Threadfin’s affliction had worsened. It had done that a few times now. He’d lost count. He was useless, no worse, a freak. Couldn’t do anything for his sister. Pole was right. Perhaps the world would be better off. Then again, he doubted the world would notice.

Ludwole appeared to be listening. Threadfin thought he saw Pole’s hand holding a bronze dagger. He was hiding it from Ludwole’s view, or was Threadfin delirious again? Was he going to kill him if Felps didn’t? A small dagger wouldn’t do it. Need a bigger blade to decapitate him. Yes, feeling delirious. 

‘It’s our chance to be free men again,’ continued Pole, ‘to go where we please. We’ve saved enough loot. You look worn out. There’s a bit of the Valtari red left. I’ll take care of business here.’

Ludwole’s hand went to the bone hilt of an iron short sword at his waist. Now, that would do the job. One cut to the neck, two, and Threadfin’s worries were over. The old soldier’s knuckles whitened as he stared at his associate. Then, at last, he turned his gaze on Threadfin. ‘You’re a pox on us all, Todder, like the rest o’ your family, but I’m done with that city. There’s no going back. You’re stuck with us, like it or no, my prince.’

‘Don’t call me that. I don’t ... deserve it.’

‘No, you don’t, no more than you deserve us, but you’re stuck with us and us with you. Hell’s wrath on us all is what you are.’ Then he turned to face Pole again, his hand still on his sword hilt. ‘And as for you, you’ll do as I say.’ There was an edge to his tone. ‘You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to—’

Threadfin let out a wail. It felt as if someone had split his bones to the marrow, eating away at his body and soul. 

‘It’s happening again. Here, bite down.’

‘Oh, divine angels above,’ prayed Pole. ‘The lad is dark business if I know anything. I mean, look at him. What is that black stuff?’

Fluid-like and blacker than pitch, whatever it was it oozed from every pore and opening. Threadfin had seen it before. It writhed and pulsed as though living. Maybe, he thought, as though analysing it all from a distance, and perhaps feeling more delirious, it’s my dead half.

‘Fetch some sheets,’ Ludwole ordered. ‘Cot’s soaked.’

‘Don’t have any of those. Looks like he’s rotting away right in front of us. Although, he was a bit ripe to begin with if you ask me. Whatever that black wet stuff is I can see myself in it.’

‘Rags then.’

‘None of them either. Used the last wiping my arse an hour ago.’

‘Bite, damn you.’ Ludwole tried shoving the peg back between his teeth, but Threadfin turned his head away. The pain was growing beyond bearable limits, as the second skin formed.

‘Folk’ll hear your screams,’ he hissed at Threadfin, ‘and them soldiers what’s patrolling out there. It’ll make things worse if they discover you like this,’ and he thrust the stick into Threadfin’s mouth, jarring his worn teeth.

‘Pods,’ he growled, ‘get out o’ here if you aren’t gonna be o’ use, and warn me if anybody takes interest in this villa.’

‘Nah, think I’ll stay.’

‘Oh, for the love o’... get over here, then. Hold his legs. I swear the filth he brings back isn’t worth all o’ this.’

Threadfin’s vision blurred. He felt them hold him as he kicked and flailed. He heard Pole curse in that colourful manner, and for a weird moment, felt like laughing. The situation was absurd.

In his peripheral vision, there was what looked like a second skin around his naked body. His shadow extracted itself, no longer wanting any part of him. Well, if his own shadow wanted up and off, that said it all. By then, he knew he was screaming, but a part of him felt separated from it all. Yes, he felt like laughing. The detached part did at least. The stick wedged between his teeth turned shrieks into muffled wails. His withered body convulsed. It was hilarious.

Thunder rumbled above and beneath. Thumps and snarls echoed in his ears, but he was too terrified to imagine their source. Opening his eyes, he saw the echo of a head in his peripheral vision.

The trunk of this darker Threadfin extruded itself. As the head began to rise away from his own, he thought he saw horns, though no other features were visible. Were those wings? His flesh appeared to swell as his reflection gained substance. It no longer looked like Threadfin, but more like a beast. The two men were no longer holding him, but standing back, wide-eyed. Pole was muttering again. Threadfin saw shadowy wings swiping the air. It all appeared to him as though seen through a dirty warped mirror.

Then, it was over. The apparition deflated, collapsing into him. It surprised him his guardians remained at all. Anyone else would’ve fled hours ago.

As soon as he was able, it was exactly what he planned to do.
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A Warning at Breakfast

BREAKFAST IN THE villa kitchen was a sombre affair. Ludwole paced, scowling in thought. Pole picked at his nose as he gorged on an egg, squirting yolk on his leather shirt. He placed his blackened feet on the battered table and leaned back into a wicker chair.

The wooden shutters on several windows stood open, sunlight brilliant against the whitewashed interior. A wall lizard, its hibernation interrupted, scuttled along the nearest window frame to snaffle an insect. 

Threadfin hadn’t spent many hours in this villa over the years, visiting only when necessary. It was a small two-storey complex of ten rooms, each with a balcony, and a ten-foot protective wall. It also possessed a dirt courtyard, a sydarag stable with no mounts of course, and two servants who Threadfin never saw, and wasn’t certain existed.

This was his first morning out of bed since falling ill. He’d been too weak, and to Ludwole’s annoyance, unable to work. The crossbow and dagger had satisfied for all of five minutes. Threadfin had kept a few choice items on his person, which Felps had found, but fortunately, he’d hidden the rest.

Five days since Crawl’s warning, and nothing. I should be full dead by now, he thought with a wince. 

He stared at his wooden plate. On theirs were two large duck eggs, smoked ham, and a hunk of crumbly grolg cheese. Watered wine in wooden goblets by their elbows, fresh baked bread, and olive oil to dip it in. On his was a heaping of stewed kelp, or guck as he called it, since that’s what it looked like. Whatever was in such food, it sustained him, giving him a certain vitality. He picked at a maggot on the back of his hand. He’d tried eating other types of food, but it never agreed with him. Once, he’d had to pretend. He didn’t bother anymore.

‘How’d you know this anyhow?’ snapped the veteran. Threadfin had told them about his sister. ‘You got sources other than us? I never went and gave you permission to go gettin’ other sources. We get the information and pass what we decide to you.’

‘Does it matter?’ asked Threadfin. ‘I just know.’ A feeble answer, but what could he tell them? 

It was his bent, or magical talent, seeing things in puddles, mirrors, any reflective surface. He saw strange places or apparitions he didn’t understand. What he never saw, however, was his own reflection. He could also look at a mirror for hours and see nothing worth spit, not that he did that. Just in case. Those visions just snuck up on him when he least expected it. A useless talent. He’d taught himself to avoid looking at reflective surfaces, but it wasn’t always possible.

These two might’ve believed if he’d explained. Folks had odd notions about what virals could and couldn’t do. Crawl knew the truth. The prime made it his business to know everything, and then used it against folk. They’d never believe Crawl had warned him off. Whatever was coming, Crawl’s deadline was up. Either the fat fool had gotten it wrong, or Threadfin had misunderstood.

‘I am leaving,’ he announced, ‘but ... I need your help to get out of Lame.’ He had to try. He owed her that, no matter what she’d said.

‘Hah,’ said Pole. ‘He says that as if he had a choice. You go nowhere without our say, lad.’ The thief was staring at Threadfin in a manner at odds with his words. Podral Pole would stare at him, eyes not unkind, even sympathetic. Then, he would say horrible things. No, he did not understand the man and wasn’t sure he wanted to.

‘Spectrum above,’ Threadfin shot back, deciding Pole wasn’t worth the effort, ‘but you’re dense.’ The thought that this wasn’t the way to get them on side didn’t stop his tongue. ‘Isn’t it your Grim-hooded say, I’m asking for? My sister is the princess, your future imperatrix. If she dies, who knows what will happen. Civil war, maybe.’

Ludwole spat. ‘Why should any o’ that mean anything to the likes o’ us? Mayhap we could get a lot richer in a war, disappear.’ He resumed stalking the long room. There were two arched doorways, both open, leading to other rooms in the villa and the main entrance.

Pole munched a piece of blue cheese. He stared at the ceiling as he spoke, spraying crumbs. ‘You’re telling me that I have choices? I can go back with you and get sent to the Crushing Stone, we’ll say for ... ah, past indiscretions, or choice number two and my favourite – I don’t go back, but run off to who knows where, while bounty hunters chase me and I still get killed, because I abandoned you when ordered not to.’

‘Well ...’

‘Then, there’s choice number four—’

‘Three,’ interrupted Threadfin as he shovelled guck into his mouth. This was going as expected. He watched Felps stride back and forth. 

‘What?’ asked Pole.

‘You meant three, you know, comes after two and all that.’ Shut up, he thought. Now is not the time to get him all riled. At times, he couldn’t control himself. His mouth had gotten him into more situations than he cared for, but Pole was fun to irritate.

Ludwole halted and slammed the table with a knurled fist. ‘I got you back on side with the prime, after that last mess. Did you know that a bloody paladin ordered a search for your sort inside the city? Because o’ you, we might all cark it. Worse, I’m gonna be out o’ pocket, boy, and I don’t like that.’

‘You know,’ said Threadfin with a grin, while thinking, shut up, shut up, ‘Crawl’s going to blame you two for this. After all, you got me that last job. Might be best if you just leave, right? You know how irate he gets.’

‘Four,’ Pole interrupted, with a glare for both, ‘we stay, while you run off alone, and we take the blame from Crawl.’

‘Uh, wasn’t that what I said?’

Pole laughed, though there was no humour in it. ‘All because, what, you got a bad feeling? You need to give us more, lad. We should hand you over to the prime and be done.’ He glanced at his partner. ‘I could take him to Crawl right now, eh?’ Again, there was an odd look in his eye.

Threadfin stared at the other thief, wondering what he was up to. ‘You both know what I am. If I say I know, it’s because I know. She’s in trouble and maybe a whole lot of people along with her.’ Not that he cared about breathers, of course.

‘She is at that,’ said Ludwole. He looked at his companion for a long moment, before continuing. ‘We got word, late yesterday. I’ve an eyeballer or two up at the mansion. Seems a messenger rode in like hell’s own gorgons were snappin’ at his heels and reported to the commander there. His darag dropped dead soon after, and that was his third mount at least.’ Threadfin blinked at that. Sydarags were of strong endurance, which meant the messenger had rode both mounts, for at least part of the way, at full battle-speed. 

‘We were goin’ to tell you later,’ he went on, ‘but short o’ it is, your father’s dead. Assassinated. A coup, I guess. Capital’s in an uproar blah, blah, blah. Word is Liviana Avitus is behind it.’

‘Aiyana?’ If his heart had worked, it would’ve thundered in his chest. As it was, he felt an ache in his middle. Avitus? His sister had been right.

Pole removed his feet from the table, and sat straighter with a glance at Ludwole. He began tugging on his boots. ‘She’s missing, lad. No sign or word, not since afore your father’s ...’ He then took out a short bronze dagger and began trimming his fingernails. Why was he nervous?

‘What I want to know,’ asked Ludwole, ‘is how you knew anything? No way could you have found out. If not for my eyeballers inside, we wouldn’t have known neither. They’re keepin’ this one quiet for as long as possible, at least until they can announce a new imperator.’

‘Imperatrix,’ corrected Threadfin, wondering if he was too late. He didn’t care what they thought. ‘My sister will rule.’ Curse on that Liviana. His sister would’ve gone into hiding. Yes, she wouldn’t have let herself be taken. Icarthya held near a million people, many poor. He knew where she would’ve gone. It gave him a little time.

‘I’m leaving Lame, tonight,’ he added in a low voice, readying for the backlash. ‘I’m taking someone with me, too, and I don’t mean you bastards. A friend, although I have to find her first.’ He could’ve told them more, but he didn’t trust them. ‘You don’t have to follow. Disappear after you get us out. Look, you know something’s wrong. Crawl hasn’t come looking like he should’ve, and the ... imperator is dead, the same imperator who ordered you here in the first place. Stay or go, you know your time here is up.’

‘You know, Lud,’ said Pole with a shrug, ‘could be, he’s got a—’

‘Quiet,’ said Ludwole. He moved to place his back to the wall nearest the right doorway. He slowly drew a dagger from the hide sheath on his hip. Then Threadfin heard it, hurrying footsteps, but they didn’t sound like those of a grown man. Tezcat rushed towards the open door, calling his name, that Grim-blinded mongrel on her heels.

Threadfin stood and motioned for Felps to put away his blade. The undead teenage girl entered but then halted, looking at both men with a frown.

‘Who’s this then?’ asked Pole. ‘The friend you were talking about? And what’s that doing here,’ he added, staring at the mongrel. The creature gave a series of sharp growls and stamped its staff.

He realised they didn’t recognise the girl. He’d assumed, feared, they knew of her. ‘Cat, what is it?’

‘They has killed everyone. We gotta go.’

‘Is it the prime?’ asked Ludwole.

‘What ... no, Crawl’s missing, along with a load o’ others. Greencloaks is fighting back, but they’s losing.’

Pole jumped to his feet, one hand on the hilt of a long blade on his hip, the dagger in his other hand. ‘Who is it, girl, and quick now, spit it out.’

She shook her head. ‘Don’t know, I mean, I isn’t sure. They gots blood cloaks and stuff, and none o’ them looks nice. There’s a lot of ’em. I think they’s here for you.’ She said that last to Threadfin, her dull eyes, pleading. If she’d been a breather, she would’ve been crying at this point. Girls did that.

‘Exemplars,’ whispered Threadfin and shook his head. It had to happen someday, and today was someday.

‘Where are they now?’ asked Pole. He had sheathed his bronze dagger, and drawn the longer iron blade. He was frowning at Ludwole as he fingered the edge, another odd look in his eye.

Tezcat was dancing on her toes, dust flying from her shaggy hair. ‘I don’t know ... I don’t know, everywhere, I guess. They been arrestin’ and killin’ all over the place.’

The earth trembled. Wooden cups and plates rattled on the table. Dust trickled from the ceiling.

‘Damn all angels to the pit of Grim’s own bowels,’ swore Pole. ‘I’m sick of all this rattling and shaking. About time, we were gone.’ 

Ludwole appeared to hesitate, and strangely, his partner took a step towards the old soldier, grip tightening on his weapon’s hilt. Ludwole didn’t seem to notice. Perhaps he was thinking about handing Threadfin over to them, for a juicy reward. What was going on between those two?

‘They’re killing people, including Lame’s soldiers,’ said Threadfin. ‘That means they’ll kill both of you. I don’t think they’ll look well on two criminals who’ve been aiding and abetting my sort. And you can bet that’s what I’ll tell them if you give me up. Not as though the old imperator is alive to disagree.’

Threadfin noted Tezcat’s lack of surprise, telling him she’d already known. Where did she always get her information from?

Pole gave Threadfin a tight smile. ‘It looks like we’re leaving with you after all.’ Odd, but he appeared pleased. 

‘Fine then, grab hold o’ him,’ the old soldier hissed and Pole obeyed, taking Threadfin by the arm. He felt glad Podral was staying. Odd that. ‘Stay put until I get back,’ Felps growled, glaring at his companion. ‘Don’t let him out o’ your sight.’ 

‘Where you going?’ asked Pole.

‘To see where the bastards are at. Not much good if we walk right into ’em with him, now is it? I got to scout us the safest route. Looks like you get your wish, boy. Don’t worry, you’ll be shot o’ us soon enough.’ That last sounded more a threat than a promise.

‘We need to get out of Lame right now,’ said Threadfin, once Ludwole had gone. ‘You know I’m right.’ Would Pole try to kill him? ‘Please?’ The thief was staring at the spot, where the old soldier had been a moment ago.

‘Hurry,’ pleaded Tezcat, ‘we got to go now.’ Sprog appeared agitated, whistling and growling, stamping his staff. 

The other man muttered a bit, as though debating with himself. Then in a quick motion, he grabbed Threadfin’s dirty cloak from a chair, and tossed it to him. ‘Right,’ he whispered, and then muttered what sounded like another prayer. ‘Hurry on then, lad, let’s get you gone.’
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Treachery

FIRES RAGED, ECHOED by red clouds over the city. The cries intensified, amid the stomping boots of soldiers. They snuck along a dank alleyway, led by Podral Pole. Sprog had vanished, though Tezcat appeared unconcerned. 

The thief was mumbling again, ‘Don’t like this one bit. Bastard, taking off like that. Can’t see what’s ahead, but I know what’s behind. Left it too late. Scats will have my hide for this.’

‘Of course, something’s not right,’ snapped Threadfin, the man’s muttering starting to grate, and who was Scats? ‘Look around. What did you think was right?’ 

The girl gripped his hand, pulling him onward. ‘It’s okay,’ he said in a calm voice, though he felt anything but. ‘I’ll not let anything happen you, I promise.’ It was easier moving about since dusk had descended, though the shouts of their pursuers remained close behind.

‘Don’t be so grolg-stupid,’ she hissed, as they halted. Pole scouted a little ahead. ‘Not me they’s after is it?’ 

He knew, if not for her, he’d be full dead. Another addition to her tally. No need to point it out, though. Rats scurried through the inedible mulch at his feet. The trio shuffled along in the growing dark. All day, they’d been running and hiding. Their pursuers had entered the alleyways too. Pole was good at keeping a step ahead, good for a breather he supposed, and kept them hidden when he couldn’t. Redcloaks appeared to watch all exits from the city, but there were two left to try. There seemed no way out. He said as much to Pole.

‘You think I’m a fool?’ the thief asked, scratching the scar on his face. 

‘That a trick question?’ asked Tezcat.

Pole glared at her. ‘I know what I’m doin’. You’ll see. I’ll get us out.’ Threadfin noticed his usual malice had vanished, replaced by a more general grumpiness.

A figure materialised from the shadows towards the end of the alley. It was dark, but Threadfin saw well enough to recognise who it was.

‘Lud,’ hissed Pole, when the old veteran got closer. ‘I had figured you dead by now.’

‘Wishful thinkin’, eh Pods?’ said Ludwole as he reached them. ‘Thought I told you to stay put?’

There was a flurry of movement. Threadfin had no clue what had happened, until he saw Pole on the ground. A dark stain spread across the man’s tunic below the chest. Tezcat had disappeared. Clever girl. He eyed the leaf-bladed dagger in Ludwole’s hand, Threadfin’s dagger.

‘Where’d that little bitch get to?’ Ludwole growled. He kicked Pole’s body and spat on it. ‘Guess I gave you too much credit. Still, you managed to evade longer than expected. After all, had to come myself, didn’t I.’ 

Threadfin had already turned to run, but two figures blocked the other end of the alley. He couldn’t see their faces, only silhouettes against an orange glow. Ludwole Felps grabbed him by the neck and dragged him into the shadows. 

His cheek scraped the rough wall, grazing his right ear. Pressure on his skull kept him pinned. ‘Apologies, my lord prince,’ Felps hissed. ‘Is that comfortable enough for you?’

Threadfin attempted to wrench free but the veteran was strong for a breather, freakishly strong. Felps whirled him about, and slammed him against the wall. ‘No point fighting it,’ he snarled. ‘Can’t win, can’t escape.’

He dragged Threadfin out from the wall and grabbed him around the neck, holding him in place. ‘He’s all yours, as promised.’ Another man stepped into view. An exemplar, Threadfin realised with shock, before he recognised which one. The high exemplar, in a red cloak and iron scale, wore no expression.

A light then filled the man’s eyes, as though his pupils were diamonds in sunlight. Spider-like veins of red and orange pulsed beneath the skin of his face and neck as though molten fire filled him instead of blood. Wasn’t a look Threadfin would’ve gone for himself. A bit too last century and over the top.

He noticed at the corner of his vision two others moving closer. ‘What are you?’ he asked in a hoarse voice. Speaking was difficult with a crushing arm against his neck. 

Canaan Pen Luthus raised a dagger with a bone hilt. The double-bladed serrated weapon shimmered as though forged within the sun. Threadfin knew he wasn’t going to enjoy the next bit. The others stood to either side now, a man and woman also wearing red cloaks.

‘No matter to you, who he is,’ Felps hissed in his ear, and then louder, ‘Hurry up, and do it already. Haven’t got forever you know.’

Pen Luthus shot the old soldier a glare that should’ve split him open, for all the lack of emotion. The woman answered for him. She had golden-white hair and a pale complexion. ‘Still your tongue or I will cut it from your head. There are things that cannot be rushed. There are forms to follow. Know your place, thrael.’ 

The soldier tightened his grip. He muttered several things he wanted to do to her. He was inventive, and twisted, although he made certain she didn’t hear.

Pen Luthus began to hum, his tone taking on an undulating cadence, like a pagan rite from his homeland, but the voice was unnatural, inhuman. The woman added strange words to the rite, which were neither the Icarthian tongue nor Valtari.

Threadfin shut his eyes ... home. He focused on images of the palatium, of the leaf-strewn courtyards, of his sister, of a time when he’d been, if not happy, then content with his lot. I got careless, he thought. Should’ve known they would come.

There was a loud grunt, followed by the soft thud of a body, interrupting the ritual. He opened his eyes and saw Tezcat standing there. An exemplar was in a heap at her feet with a dagger in his lower back. The bloodied corpse began to rise, drawing its sword as it did. Pen Luthus tried to continue the rite. The female exemplar had drawn her sword, and turned to face the threat. The corpse swung the blade at her, and she blocked it with her own.

The ground shook. Threadfin stumbled, his captor losing his grip. An elbow to the bastard’s face hurried things along. Tezcat managed to keep her feet. ‘Run,’ she shouted. She’d let the corpse go. The wriggling body entangled itself with the female exemplar on the ground.

Threadfin hesitated. ‘Come with me.’

She shook her head. ‘You thick-skulled dunce, they isn’t after me.’

Pen Luthus regained his feet, still holding the shimmering blade, skin pulsing with fire. He loomed over the girl. Tezcat, always so clever, so invisible, didn’t vanish this time, but mouthed one last word, ‘Run!’ Threadfin stared in disbelief as the blade entered her small body. 

A fraction of a second later, she was gone, likely fallen to the ground. He couldn’t see her. Pen Luthus was floundering about. The others were in motion. The high exemplar gestured at them. ‘Yala, get him.’ Just then, a small figure with a staff launched itself at Pen Luthus with a snarling assault. Turning and running, Threadfin lost sight of the mongrel. Sprog wouldn’t last long.

Had he been capable, tears would’ve flowed down his withered face. Tezcat Licolo had never hurt anyone. Sure, she’d played jokes on folk, but who didn’t like jokes? She’d never prank anyone again. Full dead, because she’d been brave and loyal. 

Because she’d been different. 

Rage fuelled his speed, and as he raced behind a row of low buildings, he lost his pursuers. A part of him wanted to turn and fight, but he knew he would lose. His sister needed him. She was the one breather he cared for, and he owed her. He would run, but he would never forget. A time would come when Threadfin Todder would avenge a little girl.

He’d heard Felps cursing with dark flavour before he was out of earshot. Quick footsteps had followed. No doubt, that exemplar wasn’t far behind either. What was he? To his knowledge, only his kind possessed magical abilities. None knew how the Atlantians had done what they did, but he wasn’t at all sure it was magic. What he did know was that he needed to get away. 

He clambered onto a low wall, landed in another street. Taking a left, he dodged along another alley, then a right, a left. He put his agility to good use, darting like a cat with a warg on its ass. There were people in the streets shouting, crying, and wailing as their homes burned. Not a few bodies lay about too, some shrouded with the green cloak of the Actaeon Guard. He dove into the middle of a crowd, not daring to look back.

Somehow, I must get home, he thought, trying to bolster his courage as he ran. I’ll find you, Aiy. They’d murdered little Cat, but he would not let them reach his sister too. He would not fail a second time.

He stumbled and ran as best he could, until he reached the eastern Tarl Gate. It stood open and unguarded. His luck was in, a rarity these days. He followed the dirt road beyond the walls for a few moments. Then he veered left and across the rolling hills towards the dark eaves of Tarl Forest, leaving Lame behind forever.

You didn’t keep your promise, sister, he thought as he ran, but I vow I will keep mine.
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To Break a Promise

Year 912YC, eleven years earlier

IN THE SHADOW of Icarthya’s Adalcis Gate, in the Pleth Quarter, Threadfin watched the men toss the bodies onto a wagon bed. They hadn’t bothered to cover the emaciated forms, and his gaze fell upon the empty eyes of a child. The outbreak within the tenements close to the capital’s port had claimed fifty-three lives. Considering the death toll of the last plagues, it didn’t deserve the name. The streets beyond were devoid of life, folks fearful of what might be a return of the dreaded pestilence.

Weeping sores covered the girl’s skin. ‘Perhaps she died in her sleep without any suffering,’ he said. He didn’t believe that, but he thought the lie might comfort his sister who stood close to him. ‘What is this about? Why have you brought me here? Father will be apoplectic if he learns of this.’

Both wore long deep cloaks called dalbas, which covered them entirely including their faces. His was a red-violet, hers dark grey. The daylight had begun to wane, a cold white fog creeping from the imperial port, curling about their feet.

‘I wanted to see them,’ she whispered, seeming unaware of the furtive looks from the gravediggers. The men couldn’t see their faces, but only the Imperial Family wore the traditional garb beyond the Imperial Quarter. That they had no palace guards with them was what would seem odd, even suspicious. ‘I wanted you to see them. Our father has many reasons to be angry with you, but it isn’t him you need fear.’

Threadfin felt an icy clutch on his half soul. ‘What have you discovered?’ He kept an eye on the breathers through the gauze fabric of his cloak’s veil. So far, the men who were twelve feet away, showed no sign they could hear.

‘There have been several others, two reported in Byrsa. You understand, don’t you? The rumours say virals are responsible. This time, the tales have taken root. Exemplars are rounding up any they find. I doubt there are enough left in the entire world for a single clot. Still, they find people and behead them, and then burn the bodies. Just having a runny nose or a pasty complexion is a death sentence. These outbreaks are dangerous ... to you. You must not remain in Icarthya, Fin, perhaps not even within the imperium.’

‘I know you care if these people live or die. You snuck out to give alms to Muckers, even after father forbade you. You’ve always thought of others, but who will watch your back if I’m not here?’

She signed irritably. ‘We are not children any longer. Things change.’

Threadfin gave a low laugh, devoid of humour. ‘Not everything. I know your heart better than you. You won’t send me away. You wouldn’t do that.’

‘Avitus suspects.’

‘And?’ He fought back a pang of fear. ‘Let her. She wouldn’t dare voice her suspicions, not while father lives.’ Anyone with sense in their heads knew Liviana sought power. His sister needed him.

‘That’s just it,’ said Aiyana. ‘Father can’t see her for what she is. Ever since she returned, she flaunts herself at him. That trollop takes more of his time every day, always managing to keep me out of the way.’ 

‘Huh,’ he grunted. ‘He’s entitled to enjoy himself you know. He is the imperator. She wouldn’t be my taste. I like them bonier. You know, rotten on the inside, a little stiff, cold, missing a limb or two, eye dangling from a socket. Almost gets my heart thumping thinking about it.’

‘This isn’t a joke, Fin. I believe Liviana is behind those rumours. The situation has become far too dangerous. I don’t want you here any longer. I do not need you to protect me.’ Those words cut deep, as he supposed she’d meant them to, but he didn’t believe her. She had a blade for a tongue at times. ‘Father expects me to be tough,’ she continued, ‘to be without weakness, but I cannot sit back and wait for trouble. In fact, I won’t.’

‘What is that supposed to mean?’

She stared ahead, refusing to meet his eyes. The fog rolling in from the Adalcis Ocean thickened as dusk fell, cold seeping into the bones of the capital.

‘Avitus is not the first to think that way,’ he said, voice shaky. ‘I am an Icarthian prince, undead or not, and she’ll need more than suspicions.’ He sighed, watching a befouled grolg stamp and snort before it hauled the wagon away. Killing Avitus was out of the question. She was too close to their father for that, and he thought Aiyana might be overreacting. ‘No matter what the future holds, I will keep you safe. That was my promise to you. You promised me that we would always be together. That nothing would separate us. I hold you to that.’

‘You are impossible.’ She gave a dramatic sigh before gripping his hand and turning to face him. They were alone now. For an instant, he thought her face looked different behind her veil, eyes sunken and skin greyer. No doubt, it was his imagination. ‘All things end, little brother, and soon you must leave. I will do whatever I have to, to see you safe ... even if it means breaking a promise I once made in good faith.’ Turning away, she re-entered the city through the arched stone gate.

As Threadfin turned to go too, he glimpsed a spy. Whoever it was, detached from the doorway of a tenement and was lost to shadow. Likely, it was his sister’s Darken, or perhaps a spy of their father’s. He didn’t care. He knew his sister. 

She wouldn’t break her promise. 
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When the Darken Comes

Present Day

A WOMAN, WITH two children snuggled against her, awoke from a stupor. They were crouched, within a crowded tenement, against a brick wall. There were several hand lamps and tallow candles lit, but the light was smoky and dim. The youngest boy held both hands over his ears, eyes wide as plates. His sister hummed a tuneless sound, and the woman stroked the girl’s hair to calm her. She felt tired, her eyes itchy and sore. A headache pounded through her skull. She’d overdone it.

‘They’re still searching,’ said a washerwoman named Misla from her position by a narrow window. There was no glass. A goatskin kept out the worst of the cold. Misla was well into her fifties, but her skin was smooth, arms strong, and she had an ample bosom that was the envy of any woman, and a warm smile.

‘Should’ve been over be now,’ Toadius, the washerwoman’s husband muttered, while chewing a lump of birch bark tar. ‘How many blasted days it been?’ 

The woman tending the young ones hated that smoky stink off his breath when he leaned close, but he claimed it eased his toothache. The cripple sat by her, ready to defend her if required. He got about on his hands, dragging his scrawny frame everywhere. She knew he was a good man and trusted him. She trusted Misla, trusted them all. They knew who she was, though they never spoke her real name aloud, never treated her differently. All in the Muck Quarter knew Princess Aiyana Todralan. 

Out of necessity, here they called her Maya, a short form of her middle name. These were her people, the downtrodden, crippled, hardworking Muckers. That name should’ve curdled on her tongue, but each of them wore it with pride. Misla came to her and bent to stroke the girl’s hair. Both orphans, they had taken to Maya. 

No one cared about these people. She’d tried starting an orphanage, but bureaucracy and corruption had scuppered her plans. Politics was like nature, mystifying and at times, dangerous. You could cover your head from the storm, find shelter until it passed, but you could never stop it.

‘Named me, Toads, that day he did.’ The cripple was nattering away again. ‘Gotten ’til it stuck and ol’ Toadius Pole was just fine ’bout that. A fine brother he were too, ’til he ran off. Grown up in the Muck Quarter of Byrsa, you see. Made it as a stonemason in the ol’ Prole, but well, while he’d slaved ten hours a day, seven days o’ week, the rest o’ us starved. That was afore they invented those fool scrips.’ He spat to indicate what he thought of those. The scrips had improved the lot of Muckers, to a point, but it prevented any from rising higher.

Toadius liked to natter and Misla liked to mother. An odd pair they made, but Aiyana saw the love between them and envied them. You never knew your people, father, she thought. Never saw how special they are. They are the foundation our world is built upon. Without them, it all crumbles. She vowed to make their lot better.

‘Twas after he’d made for the good ol’ capital, and started sneaking into the Mammon, or the Glut as most us ordinary folks termed it, that he’d started making a living. That was when he’d earned his name too and got noticed. You see he’d gotten that good with a quick hand and a knife that folk thought they was robbed by ghosts. Of course, that was around the same time folks started disappearin’. Was naught to do with him, though.’ 

Toadius gave a hacking laugh and spat out a dark substance. ‘Proud of his skills he was, and that he’d never once killed. “Killin’s for other folk,” he oft said to me, “those without a conscience. I got me one of those, Toads, you see. No killin’ for ol’ Podral now.”’

Throughout the Muck Quarter, most people, who had good reasons to hate her family, loved her as their own. They told her she was beautiful, like her mother. She liked hearing that. Now, they’d taken her in, to hide her from Liviana’s spies, not to mention the soldiers that roamed the city. Icarthya was vast with nigh a million people, and their search would be a long one. Her hunters didn’t know or understand her, didn’t know that this was the first place she’d run to. Now with a dirt smeared face and a ragged dress and flimsy shawl, she looked like any other Mucker.

‘Enough of your blather,’ Misla snapped at her husband, though there was little bite in it. ‘Poor dear will be traumatised by now, listening to you carrying on.’ She took the little girl in her arms and then handed her over to Toadius. ‘Here, make yourself useful.’ She turned and gave Aiyana a smile. ‘You’ve to learn how to block out his noise, my dear. I’ve had forty years of practice. Hasn’t seen his brother in, oh, must be twenty years now. Swear it were two by his carry on.’ 

‘He’s alive,’ spat Toads as the girl started to cry. ‘Don’t talk o’ him like he’s not. Who’d you think keeps sending us that coin?’

Perhaps Misla saw the worry in Aiyana’s eyes. She ignored her husband as she spoke. ‘It’ll be alright, dear. The Muck is big and you’re buried deep in it, now. They won’t find you, and if they do, we’ll fight. There’s others who’re ready to defend you, hundreds of folk if I’ve heard right, and from the Prole too. They know you. They know your heart.’

Aiyana smiled to reassure the woman, but Misla didn’t understand, she couldn’t. Their worlds were different, though they resided in the same city. These people would die, if they tried to stand and fight. She wondered if hiding here hadn’t been a mistake. 

She’d have to keep them out of it, and the rest of the city too. It’s between you and me, Liviana, she thought. She had to regain the throne. She wanted people like Misla and Toads to be safe. 

‘Somethin’ else happenin’ out there,’ suggested Swine, an old codger often found scratching in the dirt searching for the Spectrum knew what. Aiyana suspected that was how he’d earned his name. A few joked aloud that he’d lost his mind and was looking for it. Presently, he’d taken position by a different window, peering past the edge of a tattered, yellowing goatskin. By the look in his eyes as he glanced at her, she thought his mind was just fine.

‘I’m gonna go and check it out,’ Toadius suggested, spitting out the black lump. The girl gripped his arm, but Toadius pried her fingers loose. ‘Just gonna go and look, pet. No need to fret.’ The girl cried louder, while the boy remained in a world devoid of sound.

‘You idiot,’ Misla hissed in a low voice. ‘I know why you’re going and tis suicide.’

‘Not in front o’ them,’ Toadius muttered just as low, and Aiyana had to strain to hear. ‘When things quieten, bring them to the docks, by the old shipyard. I’ll meet you there.’

‘What we want with the docks?’ Misla said too loudly, her surprise overcoming her caution. ‘They’re not selling fish these days. Besides, there’s a curfew. They catch you and it’ll be the dungeons.’

The girl began to wail and Aiyana hugged her tight. The cries faded into wet sobs on her shoulder. 

‘There’s ships, I heard,’ piped another voice. Others, crammed together in the near darkness, started murmuring the same. ‘The traders are lettin’ folks board ’em, I heard, any what makes it that far alive.’

‘Shush all yer blather,’ hissed Swine. ‘Someone’s coming.’

Aiyana strained to hear sounds from outside. 

‘The docks, Misla,’ Toadius whispered again, eyeing the children. Word of the Nephilim threat had spread, and Toads must have found a way to get them out of the city. Poor fools terrified by a rumour. Avitus was far more of a threat than any giant. Still, few would manage to flee, passage aboard a ship expensive. Aiyana had given Misla and Toadius coin in the past. They must have been saving it along with what his brother sent.

Toads left the tenement by a rear door, on his hands as always. He could move at a surprising speed that way. Aiyana never did learn what had happened to him for all his tale-telling. She knew enough that he hadn’t been born that way.

At the front entrance, a silhouette filled the doorway. 

‘Yana,’ whispered a voice. ‘Yana.’

Aiyana put a hand on Misla’s arm, calming the woman who seemed ready to leap at the intruder. She even spotted a few knives appearing in several dirty hands. ‘Do as Toads said, Mis. Get them and yourself away.’ She kissed the washerwoman and then hugged her tight. ‘It’s going to be okay.’

It was time for her to leave.

Her Darken had come.

†
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THE NEXT DAY, AIYANA Todralan in a dirty brown cloak sat beneath the fractured barrel-vault of an imperial library. Dust and crumbling stucco descended like dry rain. The earth tremors were minor, and of little consequence. The building was intact despite heavier tremors last month. Still, several blocks in the right wall had shifted, and the oaken doors had splintered. 

Sixteen tallow candles guttered on twin bronze stands, the only other light from a single wheel window of rose-coloured glass. Stacks of books adorned the stone flags, a scribe floundering through the unordered piles. Much was vellum but not all were that old. These were made of paper, an Atlantian invention none knew how to reproduce. She’d heard one foolish rumour that it came from trees. The mongrel scribe appeared to drown in his coarse grey robe as he searched. 

The stunted runt is of no help whatsoever, she thought. She glanced at the bronze mirror she kept on the desk in front of her. The distorted image looking back unnerved her. She slammed it mirror-side down.

Raising her left hand, she kissed her gold ring with the winged silver inset. She was a sensible woman, preferring logic. Still, the odd prayer couldn’t hurt. Another tremor shook the building. The princess sank deeper into her robes.

She’d been thankful that records and documents, in reasonable order, remained unscathed. Other libraries hadn’t fared as well. As she’d begun her search, relief had turned to monotony. Stack after stack had failed to enlighten her. Sat in a cedar-wood chair, she sifted through sheaves of vellum and then moved on to a codex of poorer quality. Some of the parchment leaves still had traces of animal hair. A vapour of dust lingered in the room. Her long legs stretched beneath the desk. 

‘Nipper,’ she snapped, irritation getting the best of her. The scribe’s feet were visible beneath a stack of Atlantian tomes. ‘Quit dawdling, you pea-brained dolt. Bring me those cuneiforms.’ 

She loved clerical work, loved that old book smell, permeated by a hint of mould and burning pig fat, the touch of parchment on her fingers while surrounded by all that knowledge. What she hated was hours of searching and nothing to show for it. Placing her head in her hands, she fought her emotions.

I’ve heard it before, the name of an imperatrix from centuries ago, an ancestor. She was on the verge of tears. Her Darken had forbidden her to come, overstepping the bounds of propriety for an imperial bodyguard. Aiyana agreed that the danger was real, as was the urgency to act. They had not parted well.

Her desk rattled and she felt the vibration beneath her feet. The last great quakes had occurred three years ago. Thousands had perished. The repairs to the northern walls remained incomplete, though Byrsa’s were in worse condition. Most of the dead there had been because of subsequent fires devastating the slums. Markus Olen had spent the taxes elsewhere, choosing instead to negotiate with southern kingdoms for trade. He’d sought to expand Icarthian rule, while forgetting to maintain what he possessed. She shook her head still disbelieving he was dead. No, she would weep later, when time and circumstance allowed. Icarthya had become old, fat, and complacent. She needed to save it.

‘No, no,’ she cried, flinging her hands up in a haze of dust. ‘I meant the clay tablets. The cuneiforms under that stack, over there.’ She sneezed, twice. Her knees cracked the underside of the desk. ‘Yes, yes, there in front of that knobbly thing you call a nose.’

Close to quitting, she shoved several of the documents away, including a stack of rolled vellum maps, bound with twine.

The scribe approached, bare feet slapping the stone flags. His arms were laden with the heavy tablets.

‘Forget it. A waste of time. Cuneiform script is too old, from the year of the heathen, from before that holy bastard Matrod Ral managed to mess everything up. If I could find a precedent among those, it would be deemed irrelevant by all accounts.’ She noticed the scribe’s blank expression. The hapless mongrel couldn’t know how precarious things were. ‘It was a longshot to begin with, Nip.’

The coup had been executed with precision. The last member of the Todralan Family had to take the throne, out of necessity. However, Aiyana was officially missing, thanks to her Darken’s efforts, but her enemies had known this would happen. They would have planned for it. Had she declared for the throne she would now be dead, but if she remained missing, she might as well be.

Her life was in danger, but she couldn’t just run and hide. A precedent to delay proceedings might help. Clever woman, she thought, thinking of her Darken. Disappearing like that had been the only option. It would keep her enemies off balance, not knowing if she lived, if she would reappear. 

However, her Darken had gone too far, and Aiyana had given her the slip too, just to get the information she needed. No one else would know what to look for. She didn’t have long though. No doubt, Cathya was having all libraries in the city searched. There were a dozen, this not the foremost or largest, but it did hold the oldest records.

By law, on the imperator’s death the conclave ruled, until they established the rightful heir. That was tradition, of course. The rightful heir was well-known and declared as such beforehand. Due to the actions of one Liviana Avitus, a misogynistic harlot by all accounts, tradition had become necessity. The conclavists could prevent Avitus’ usurpation, but no doubt, she would seek to undermine them. The woman already controlled the legions within the city, most of them under an Avitus commander. She’d heard rumours of arrests and interrogations. Thus far, her vanishing act seemed to be helping Avitus. It had to change. Aiyana was the true leader of the imperium. She had to regain control, somehow.

Idiot, she thought. You’re just going to march into the conclave with a precedent, and demand what? That she back off? She needed other conclavists, and support from high in the legionary ranks. At least on that latter point, she believed she had the upper hand, perhaps. If only she could discover what that witch had brought back with her. Rumours of a strange object like a stone or a sphere had filtered through the palace and beyond. They even suggested it might be the fabled Shathra Stone, an object of mysterious power from children’s tales. She’d set two of her spies to finding out.

Stubbornness and duty kept her within the library tonight, not to mention an imposed curfew by the high exemplar. Paytor Nims had snapped at her to get out of his way, not even recognising her in her dirty clothing and cloak. He’d fled through the oaken doors, bundles of vellum spilling from his arms. Anyone who’d shown loyalty to Aiyana Todralan, anyone who’d loved her, were at risk. Those who didn’t flee kept their heads low, hoping they might survive to serve the new imperatrix, whomever that turned out to be. Aiyana despised those more than the ones who fled.

‘Nip, bring me that stack there. Yes, yes and what’s left of that one. Hurry now, before death and ruin descend on us.’

The mongrel dumped the new stack on her desk. It raised more dust. She sneezed and toppled half of the vellum sheets onto the floor. The scribe’s cowl hid much of his face. Still, Aiyana could make out his scarred features, which remained meek. Nipper did move with an air of stubbornness. Was he trying to irritate her? No, it wasn’t him and the way she’d been treating him tonight, she deserved it. She just couldn’t find it. 

‘I don’t suppose there’s a cup of green tea in this forsaken place,’ she said, glancing at the scribe, who gave another flat stare. ‘I would offer you a cup too, you know.’

She stared at the papers littering her desk, defeated. More dust trickled from the ceiling. The building shuddered. Plebs and patricians, both, huddled indoors waiting for the coup to run its course.

Then she spotted a document at the bottom of the pile. The Church kept records of all citizens. She scattered them until she came on the year 356YC and the birth of Pedrana Augusta Todralan. The then imperator had exiled his eldest to the village of Leech in the borderlands, making Pedrana the heir. This she held up to the dim light, scanning it. The vellum was old, discoloured.

She scattered her way through the pile of documents, huffing with impatience. The list was three hundred pages. Much of it was scattered across the floor, thanks to Nipper. Historical notes had been added over several pages. 

‘My Lady,’ said a voice, which she ignored.

It was then she found it. Upon the imperator’s death from an unknown malady, Princess Pedrana Augusta Todralan had fought off opponents in the conclave who’d deemed her too young and inexperienced to rule. Her uncle, who supported her, had just happened to be the imperial marshal. After a short civil war, she disbanded the conclave and assumed the throne. It wasn’t until Pedrana’s grandson that matters returned to normal. The conclave consisted of the original nine ruling Families from when the imperium was nothing more than a dream. Pedrana’s grandson had recognised their importance, and reinstated the conclave. Yes, this was what she’d been looking for.

‘My Lady, I have word.’

She glanced at Turol in the doorway. In normal times, the captain would’ve worn armour, but his latest mission was information gathering. He wore common brown breeches and a torn grey shirt beneath a dirty blue cloak. A short sword was in his hand suggesting matters had worsened. A gash marred his cheek. There’d been limited fighting confined to the palace grounds as Greencloaks resisted. Liviana wanted to obtain power without alerting the masses. Seeing his wound brought home to Aiyana how real it was. Both she and Conclavist Saelos had spies and informants deposited around the city, and a good number of soldiers loyal to them both. 

‘Well?’ she asked.

‘The conclave is being brought to session.’

‘Under whose order?’ As if, she didn’t know.

‘Avitus ... and she also gave the order to gather all conclavists, by force if necessary. Certain names, however, were listed for arrest, yours among them. This is not a safe location.’ 

‘Thank you, Turol, for pointing out the obvious. Well, perhaps I should attend conclave.’ Now was good a time as any to implement her plan.

‘I would not advise that, my lady.’ The soldier appeared shaken at the suggestion. ‘Certain conclavists and their families are missing, and as I said, you are marked for arrest. It’s all done quietly, but it is happening. If you enter that chamber, you will not leave.’

She thought of those other families and felt the urge to help them, to make certain they remained safe. She fought the impulse. She could do little right now, and her duty was to all, not to a few families. She thought of poor Misla. She swallowed her guilt. 

The captain’s face showed genuine concern and an eagerness to be gone. ‘There are several patrols moving in this direction. I will escort you.’

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ she muttered, grabbing the papers on Pedrana. She stood, towering over the scribe, considering him. She bent and cupped his scarred face in her free hand. ‘It’s time to go, but I have one more task for you, Nip.’ She placed a note, the contents encoded in a script known to but a few, into his stubby fingers. ‘Make sure you place it straight into his hand.’ She expected to see him in conclave. He would not run. She could’ve delivered the message herself, but there were too many eyes in Icarthya.

Nipper nodded, stuffing the sealed note within his robes. 

‘Now, get your scabby hide out of here. Once you’ve delivered it, find a hole and hide in it.’ She would hate to see anything happen to him. The mongrel wasted no time in hurrying past the captain. She couldn’t help wondering if she’d see him again.

Aiyana gave the soldier a long stare, as she considered what to do. He seemed on edge, and she couldn’t blame him. He also risked his life. Much would be risked before all this was over. ‘Captain, how many men have you that can don armour, and be ready within the hour? Men you trust.’ 

‘If you are planning what I think you are, not enough.’

‘I seem to remember a time, when you answered questions and followed orders, captain, without comment.’

He looked abashed, but to his credit didn’t look away when he spoke. ‘Your safety is my first concern. It is my duty. I will do and say what I must to that end, but I will always obey your direct commands, as long as they don’t interfere with that duty.’

Aiyana nodded. She knew he was a good man, if a bit motherish. That seemed a common malady these days. ‘I’ll find my own way. An armed escort, even one dressed as you are, might alert them to my presence. I can be discreet.’ I managed to fool my own Darken to reach this library, didn’t I? ‘I want you to find Conclavist Saelos and secure any soldiers he can spare. He won’t like it, but there it is. Oh, and you will steal some conclavist robes, and bring me water and a hairbrush. You know where to find me.’ She quickly filled the captain in on the rest of her plan. Ornias Saelos would have a fit, as would her Darken.

Afterwards, at a safer location, having combed her hair and braided it neatly, she checked herself in the small mirror. As she left for conclave, she couldn’t help but wonder if she wasn’t deluding herself. Would she make it out of that place alive? To find that out, she first had to attend.
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Chapter 9
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Squabbles

IN HIS HASTE to escape, Threadfin had become lost. He stumbled through a forest of birch and elm. Tarl Forest stretched across a vast territory, but he thought he’d been heading east, and should’ve met the River Corb. He’d planned to follow it south to where it joined the Noy. A bit out of his way, but that second river would’ve guided him most of the way home.

There were villages and towns along the Noy. He might’ve acquired a mount along the way too. Instead, he’d found endless rows of trees. He trudged through layers of dead leaves and moss, the earth wet and slippery. There was little life save noisy crows in the canopy. A white-feathered lizard, two foot in length, raced across his path and disappeared into the undergrowth.

That shrivelled organ, which was his excuse for a heart, ached. At one point, he knelt in the mulch of leaves and earth, begging for Tezcat’s forgiveness. He’d failed her and as if further proof were needed that he was worthless, she’d given up her existence for his. It took time before he could gather himself enough to continue. If not for the danger to his sister, he might’ve lain there, and waited for his end. 

His mind wandered with his feet, and distracted, he tripped and fell down a muddy slope. Now on his back, he spat out lumps of dirt and leaves to find six faces glaring down at him. Each was twenty foot tall and made of limestone. They had wings and held blades or staffs. Many were weather worn, pockmarked and moss covered. The sweeping wings suggested angels. For years, he’d wanted to see the Shathra, and then he went and fell on top of it. Perhaps it was a distortion of light, but the faces appeared deformed. They glared in judgement.

He fingered the misshapen crucifix about his neck as he stared up at them. There were also graves in the clearing. A soggy blanket of leaves covered most, amid clumps of tall ferns. The statues stood guard over the weathered green-tinged headstones. To call them headstones was laughable. Many stood askew, but each was eight-foot tall and four wide. Odd markings, faded by weather and time, marred their surfaces, which were splodged with moss and discolouration. 

A noise startled him, and he froze. 

Beneath the treeline, a figure emerged from the gloom. 

†
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FACE HIDDEN WITHIN the cowl of her conclavist robes, Aiyana Todralan marched along an open arcade, lined with marble columns. Two conclavists, also in the striped robes of office, walked ahead, whispering. Exemplars flanked the men. The soldiers behaved as though mere escorts, but they were more than that. 

She was taking a tremendous risk, but no one would see past the robes. She hoped. Torches cast shadows across the ornate ceiling. She studied the figures twisted in battle. The fresco was a record of Icarthian history, the scenes echoed throughout the palace in silver, gold, jade, and vermillion.

At the end of the corridor, arched doors opened inward. She entered behind the others, passing between two red-cloaked guards in polished laminar armour. More conclavists and guards entered behind her. She hoped to blend in unnoticed. Imperial politics meant that not all conclavists got along. There was no need for her to speak to anyone. Still, even the most irascible of politicians had their little cliques. It was perhaps best not to announce her presence until the right moment. There was no sign of that heathen termagant just yet. 

Beneath the rib-vaulted ceiling and high arched windows, white haired Polius Augustus had the floor. He strutted half bent at the waist, across the vast expanse of patterned tiles, interrupted by numerous tall torch stands he needed to manoeuvre around. Yellow tongues of flame flickered as he passed by. His arms wide and uplifted, Polius’ voice echoed through the cavernous chamber. Bordered with pillars, the chamber was windowless and dim, with a seldom used upper balcony. Mounted on the pillars were more torches.

At one end was an apse covered by a semi-dome. Within the recess was a seat on a dais accessed by several broad marble steps. She thought of the conclave as a chamber, but it was more alike to the interior of a church. The walls swept back into shadow beyond pillars carved with the faces of the Todralan dynasty, or of angels with stone wings. Aiyana hated the Imperial Church and had done everything possible as a child to avoid attending those death-inducing sermons. Eyes on the Imperial Seat, she fiddled with the ring on her left hand, tracing the silver wings with her finger, as she pretended to mingle with other arrivals.

Polius’ peers sat on marble benches to one side, with each row higher than the next one. The lesser families of the minorum class sat on the uppermost tiers. There were numerous gaps, perhaps little more than half of the usual one hundred and fifty present. Not that it mattered, their role merely to nominate the regent fulfilled. The final vote of the patriarchal families on the lower benches was what counted. 

Guards stood hidden in the gloom. Since her father’s death, the Imperial Quarter was in lock down, soldiers everywhere and all wore red. This was the first opportunity for the conclave to gather and discuss their predicament. 

Polius continued speaking, while those seated shouted, hammered on their knees in agreement, or chatted among themselves. She felt both relieved and irritated that none noticed her. Several glanced in her direction as she took her seat, but Polius’ oration had the attention of most. 

‘... and where is our presumptive leader, eh?’ sputtered Polius with hoarse gusto. His stick-thin arms waved about from voluminous striped sleeves, his robes of office oversized, or perhaps their occupant underfed. ‘Oh, don’t glare at me like that, Davard. You know what she plans. We all do, or why are we here? She demands attendance, soldiers dragging us from our homes, from our beds. Demands that we each support her ludicrous claim, and then she makes us wait upon her for two hours?’

‘And what would you have us do?’ demanded Davard Tystrus. He was a fat balding man of sixty-five years in damp robes, beads of sweat lining his forehead. He attacked his face with a cloth as he spoke. There was always a space to either side of him. His reek was legendary. ‘Avitus hold ten seats and therefore ten votes. It is beholden on us to obey her summons. Avitus holds the majority.’

‘Perhaps it has more to do with the high exemplar and his swords than the number of seats,’ suggested Lucius Aidarius, a man with a long nose. One finger probed a nostril as though he’d lost something up there and was determined to root it out.

‘Ten seats,’ shouted Polius pacing, waving his arms as though scaring off an imaginary flock of crows. ‘Ten seats and is there one Avitus here in conclave this day? Is there?’ A handful looked about as though an Avitus might pop out of hiding. Aiyana bowed her shrouded head lower. Several others still had their hoods up too, she was glad to see. 

‘The number of seats is irrelevant,’ Polius continued, ‘if they are not present. Shivar holds as many and my own family hold seven, giving us as much.’ He gestured his flailing arms towards his relatives who appeared either embarrassed or indifferent to his words. ‘What gives Avitus the right to treat us this way?’

‘I thought I already pointed that out,’ said Lucius, ‘and since when does seven equal ten? Sit, you old fool. You’re making me dizzy with all of your prancing and prattling.’

‘There are no Shivars present, anyhow,’ announced Markus Cipius. He was a man, younger than others with iron-grey hair and a square jaw, who once served in the legions. His family held but four seats. His sister Rylana and his aged father and uncle sat around him. ‘Sit down, Polius and rest your bones. You’ll give yourself heart failure and me a headache. Avitus will show and we will put this business to rest.’

‘No, no,’ said another conclavist, standing up. It was Polius’ elderly father, Cicero, who’d appeared asleep until that moment. The man must’ve been a hundred years old and scrawnier than his son. ‘Polius is right. Why have we been gathered here? We should send word to the imperial marshal. We need Sarscha Todralan.’

‘Shut up, you blubbering old fool,’ spat Davard, wiping his face. ‘Are you intent on giving us a civil war? Because that’s what will happen if you drag her into this.’

‘It’s them Plagueborn that’s behind it,’ shouted Cicero. ‘It was them that murdered the imperator, and Liviana Avitus is one of them I’ll vow. Viral scum, they’ll bring death upon us all.’

‘You’ll be just plain dead,’ snapped Eadricus Brutus, with his brother Eadan nodding beside him, ‘if you continue saying things like that.’

Further insults were exchanged and then the real shouting began. Aiyana sat there, elbow on her knee and hand to her forehead, eyes shut. None had noticed her, intent as they were upon their own fears. What hope of uniting these fools against Avitus? No, they weren’t fools. They were afraid. Avitus had brought them here by force, perhaps holding their relatives hostage, or perhaps the threat was enough. Then she’d forced them to wait until their tempers frayed, all hope of a united stand, gone. Now, she guessed, Liviana would use a combination of guile and fear to whip them into submission. Once the conclave was hers, they would vote her as the new imperatrix and imperial law be damned.

She opened her eyes, a throbbing in her skull as the bickering grew in pitch.

It was then the woman chose to enter, trailed by twenty guards. The bickering quieted, and Polius wasted no time in taking his seat. Davard mopped his jutting brow and face with enthusiasm, while it appeared that Polius’ father had gone back to sleep. A dull snore was the only sound as Liviana surveyed them with a predatory gaze.

When that gaze stopped on Aiyana, the princess shivered, and for a moment, wondered if she had not made a terrible mistake.
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Chapter 10
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To Gain Time

AIYANA WATCHED THE five men and four women enter the conclave behind Liviana Avitus, each wearing robes of silver trimmed with gold. 

Following them were soldiers. Hawk nosed Liviana, her face whitened with damp cosmetic chalk, wore a gown like the nine, but with the colours reversed. She wore her long sable hair braided to her waist. All the nine, of course, were her family. Each was a patrician who held a seat in conclave. They approached the front row, and took their places. Following behind in procession were mongrels in drab grey. Each scribe carried several wooden items stacked atop one another.

Avitus paused in the centre of the chamber and looked towards her peers, though she made it seem as though she was looking upon subjects. Her gaze came to rest on one person. 

‘Welcome, Aiyana Todralan,’ the miserable harlot said in a smooth voice. ‘I’m delighted to see you unharmed. Such rumours of your vanishing had us concerned. It is good of you to join us, although might I add, without invitation.’

Heads turned towards Aiyana. A few faces displayed open astonishment. Others smiled or frowned.

Hells Teeth! she thought, but lowering her hood, said, ‘Fortunately, a messenger found me.’ The trollop wasn’t there one minute and she’d both noticed and singled her out. She couldn’t help thinking this was a mistake. ‘As a Todralan by blood, a princess and heir to the throne, I was unaware I required an invitation to attend, Conclavist Avitus. Perhaps it was well I did. It appears others have also mislaid their invitations. Imperial communication isn’t what it was.’ Too late now, you fool. You have to see this through. So much for catching the bitch by surprise.

‘Quite right,’ said Liviana with a smile and a slight nod. She scanned her audience making sure she had everyone’s attention. ‘Quite right, indeed, and it would also appear your fellows here don’t feel as patriotic as you. Yes, you should all look to our dear little Aiyana. She sets an example I intend you all to follow.’ 

Set an example or make one? Aiyana felt her cheeks flush and began to sympathise with Davard, as numerous pairs of eyes locked on her. Rylana was staring at her in surprise, while her brother beside her appeared thoughtful. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Of course, Liviana had handpicked those in attendance, all known or suspected dissenters removed. The malleable remained. It saddened her that Rylana was in that camp. Oh, they all grumbled and griped behind Liviana’s back, but none had the resolve to stand against her ... except, perhaps, for one. 

She glanced at him, and found he was not staring at her. That man controlled the imperial spy network, and none but Aiyana knew. Her father had chosen him. What she did not know, however, was if she could count on him. Without a ruler on the throne, where did his loyalties lie?

Polius came to her rescue. ‘What is the meaning of this, Conclavist Avitus? You didn’t summon us, but forced us here. Even Markus Olen, the Spectrum guide his soul, would never have done this. He was a man to fear, but he was a man who understood respect, and the rule of law. Neither would your father sanction this.’

Avitus’ smile widened, but Aiyana noticed it didn’t touch her eyes. ‘My dearest Polius, you are right.’ 

The old man shut his mouth and sat. He hadn’t expected that, and he wasn’t the only one to appear confused.

‘Drastic times call for drastic measures,’ Liviana continued, seeming pleased at the silence. ‘Our world stands on the precipice of disaster. One push and it will plunge to its destruction. You all know of what I speak.’

Aiyana glanced about at her companions, and they at one another. The murmuring rose again, but died as quick, as though they’d reached a mumbled consensus of which she wasn’t a part. 

‘You mean the raids,’ said fat Davard, the saturated cloth abandoned, the sleeves of his robes taking its place. 

‘She means the Nephilim,’ said Rylana Cipius, her brother Markus nodding in agreement.

‘They’re only on our coast,’ said another voice. ‘They’ve been doing that for over two years now. It’s nothing. We’ve endured raids for centuries.’

‘Yes, yes, leave them alone and they will leave us be.’

‘It’s always been that way.’

‘I’ve read reports they’ve moved further inland and may attack Byrsa,’ said another. ‘They’re gathering together and more ships are on the way.’

‘A gulac, I heard, of over a thousand. They have wargs with them too. It could get out of control. We should do something lest we encourage them.’

‘Yes, I read a similar report. They used to take slaves, but this time they’re slaughtering whole villages and towns. What has gotten them riled up?’

‘Just a matter of time before it’s the cities. Give the beasts something to think about. Show them imperial iron.’

‘That storm twelve years ago ravaged their ships. They’re scattered and many of them died. Those that live just raid to survive. They’ve been hiding in the mountains where no one can get to them. They’re no threat. Why risk our legions against a few raiders? You all know what a dozen giants could do to a legion. Why provoke them?’

‘No, there’s more of them now. More ships were sighted off the coast of Valtar. My sources are reliable.’

‘We mustn’t appear weak.’

‘The princess, she has a will of iron like her father. We must have a leader.’

Silence greeted that last, but Liviana’s stare upon the Brutus family told Aiyana where it had come from.

‘We don’t know how many survived the storm,’ said Eadricus Brutus. ‘We can’t be certain how many are aboard those ships or what they intend. We’re blind. We need more information.’

‘Aiyana Todralan must take the throne,’ said his son Ethon, with his uncle taking up the cry. 

Several more voices chorused their opinions, each of them a louder supporter of Aiyana as they gained courage, even Davard. Liviana attempted a solemn look, but Aiyana saw that smile at the corner of her mouth. What was she grinning at? The conclave was showing support for Todralan, not Avitus. Aiyana’s heart sank. This was part of the woman’s plan. 

Liviana raised one hand, in a placating gesture. ‘Our rule has always been strong, a bulwark against such threats, but today, brothers and sisters, we are seen as weak. Our great leader, our protector, Markus Olen Todralan, is dead. Yes, his daughter sits here among us, but did she take her father’s place when our greatest need was upon us? Did she lead us in our darkest hour? No, she fled and hid. Even today, she sat there among you hiding her face. This is no time to honour traditions. What good tradition if the Nephilim destroy us?’

If I was hiding out of cowardice, why would I bother coming at all? thought Aiyana, her gaze boring into Avitus. I’ve signed my death warrant just being here.

‘We are abandoned,’ Liviana continued, ‘cast out into the cold and wet of night, with the howling of giants. Her father,’ she said then, pointing a long finger at Aiyana, ‘was a leader, but the daughter is not ready. Would you let that girl, who spent her life feeding Muckers and invalids, who hid the true nature of her diseased brother, rule us? Oh, yes, did I not mention, Threadfin Todralan is ... Plagueborn.’

Silence but for a few audible gasps, and then shouts of denial, demands for proof. From all but one, but of course, he would’ve known. They had masqueraded Threadfin’s appearance as an illness that kept him from public life. A dangerous ploy considering the last of the plagues had ended several decades ago. People feared their return. They feared virals most of all. 

‘Yes,’ Liviana announced, ‘she concealed and protected the undead. She hid his nature from her own father. Markus Olen was a merciful man and discovering the truth, exiled the undead rogue, though few would have faulted him if he’d sentenced it to death. She is not fit to lead us.’

‘The, the,’ stammered Rylana Cipius, ‘the clots were all exterminated, weren’t they? We were assured in the historical accounts that, that none survived. This cannot be.’

‘All were exterminated, but one has returned,’ said Liviana in a whisper that managed to carry to all. Rylana’s eyes widened. ‘And if one, how many others? A handful ... more? I wonder if it is the Nephilim we should fear.’

Aiyana shook her head, sickened by the lies, but unable to mount a defence. Shouting back denials wouldn’t serve. The men and women of the conclave would believe those lies or not. It had always been that way. Besides, they weren’t all lies. Her brother’s nature had been kept secret.

‘Protecting the undead is a capital offense,’ shouted Rylana Cipius. ‘Have the exemplars arrest her.’ They had played together as children, and the woman had reason to feel aggrieved. She’d believed the lies Aiyana had told to her face.

Heated murmuring erupted at that, several conclavists shaking heads. It seemed the conclave was divided on that last at least. There might still be a chance to sway them.

The witch raised her hands once more. ‘Markus Olen Todralan, the Spectrum grace his soul, did not wish harm to his daughter. Therefore, none shall harm her. The deed is done, the brother exiled.’ 

Aiyana’s felt blood draining from her face. No, you don’t intend me to leave here alive, do you, Liviana. Dispose of me quietly, but have yourself still come out looking merciful.

‘What, brothers and sisters, are we to do? Will we remain leaderless to face these invaders?’

For a moment, silence followed her words. Aiyana stifled her scorn with effort, and looked instead at the columns edging the room beyond the scribes, to the soldiers hidden there. This was a piece of theatrical drama to sway the conclave. There was no threat to Icarthya.

She didn’t think there could be many of the giants ... but then she frowned. What is it I’m not seeing here?

‘Send the legions against them,’ suggested Polius. 

‘You blathering old gnat,’ Davard spat. ‘The legions have never stood against that many.’

‘I thought we didn’t know how many there are?’ 

Davard growled. ‘We must ensure the safety of the capital. Here is the heart of our imperium.’

‘What good a heart, without a head?’ asked Lucius, picking his nose. ‘We need someone on the throne, to lead. We all know that left to the conclave, we will never agree on anything, at least, not in time.’ Aware of what he’d said, Lucius Aidarius went quiet, though he continued poking a nostril, if more aggressively. 

Avitus saw this as her cue. ‘My fellows in conclave, my brothers and sisters, loyal patriots all, I humbly beg you to consider your vote carefully.’

‘And,’ Davard asked, ‘whom do we vote for?’

‘I am sure you are all familiar with the rules. If there is no Todralan heir, which there isn’t ...,’ she gave a meaningful look towards Aiyana, ‘power reverts to the conclave. There must be a vote for a patrician family head holding a seat. However, only a family with the greatest number of seats is eligible. That would be Avitus and Shivar.’

As if, no one there knew that.

‘Alas,’ she continued, ‘the burden appears to have fallen on my own since it appears there aren’t any Shivars present.’ She stared at Aiyana as though daring her to speak. Liviana would have ensured no Shivars with a seat lived. ‘Therefore, as family matriarch, I accept it with the greatest respect and gratitude.’ 

Huh, thought Aiyana feeling irritated. Matriarch, indeed. No doubt, she had also ensured that no one older than herself remained either. There was no sign of Domon Avitus, her father. At the least, she would’ve sent him into exile.

‘It is necessary, given the grave threat on our borders that we must rush proceedings along.’ She gave a curt gesture and the scribes stirred. They distributed to each conclavist a small boxwood tablet covered in wax. They would record their votes with a stylus, writing a single letter for assent or dissent. Given the number of soldiers surrounding them, it was clear which way Liviana intended the vote to go, never mind that there was no other candidate.

‘You want us to cast our vote now?’ asked Polius with a grimace staring at the wax tablet. ‘You want to be imperatrix by dawn. This goes against voting procedure.’

‘This is irregular,’ said another voice, if muted.

Liviana gave them a frosty smile. ‘I would love to wait longer and do things according to custom, but well, I’m sure you all understand that we require a leader soon. We will not bother with—’

‘Excuse me,’ interrupted Aiyana. She fought the urge to retch, as she felt all eyes turn, a third time, upon her. There was a lot of anger in those faces. ‘Ah, I do believe you’re overlooking something.’

Liviana’s smile slipped a little, but remained no less cold. ‘Yes, my young dear. By all means, have your say. You have our rapt attention.’

You bet I will, you pock-faced witch. ‘There are two families, as you said, with a majority of seats. There is yours, of course—’ 

‘There are no Shivars here,’ snapped the other woman.

‘And mine.’

‘What?’ 

‘Our family has one seat. My father was imperator, was he not? Todralans have sat the throne of Icarthya for almost a thousand years. The throne itself trumps all seats in the conclave.’

‘I thought,’ said Liviana with a sneer, ‘that we covered that subject. Do you wish me to embarrass you further? Alas, you are no longer the heir.’ She clasped her hands and bowed her head as if to say she wished it otherwise, but well, there it was.

‘You have no proof of that. Did my father disown or disinherit me?’

Liviana glanced at her guards before glaring at Aiyana. No doubt, she was considering aggressive measures. ‘You are not fit to rule.’ She raised her hands to encompass the conclave. ‘Does anyone here wish to suggest otherwise? Must I bring up the matter of your brother again?’ She gave a slight flick of one hand.

In the background, Liviana’s soldiers drew their swords on cue, red cloaks draping the marble floor as they stepped forwards in unison. They halted with another gesture from Liviana as conclavists squirmed and muttered. ‘I think that issue is settled,’ she said.

You can’t secure power with another running against you and dividing the vote, now can you, Liviana. Well, here goes nothing. ‘No,’ she said aloud in a firm voice, though her stomach did backflips, ‘it is not.’ 

‘I’ve had enough,’ said Liviana in a tired voice, as though weary over an impossible child. ‘Arrest her.’

Several of the exemplars began to move, but halted as quick. 

Liviana frowned and turned around. Her jaw dropped, before she managed to school her face. ‘Oh, you are playing a dangerous game, girl.’ 

From the darker reaches of the chambers, emerged men at arms with blades drawn. The soldiers faced this new threat, confused, and looking to Liviana. No doubt, they would attack if she ordered it. Aiyana spotted her Darken in the shadows, a long dagger in hand. The woman’s face was a mask of death. Captain Turol was also there. Liviana stared at those two, frozen in place for a moment.

‘Did you think,’ asked Aiyana, rising to her feet, ‘that I had no support, no swords at my call?’

The other woman motioned for her men to hold their positions, and then turned to gaze up at her with a sinister smile. Her eyes burned with anger. ‘A handful of rogues isn’t an army, my dear. I command the city and the legions. Do you think you and your rabble will get far once you leave here? The rest of you,’ she snapped with a glare for the conclave, ‘vote!’

‘Hold,’ said Aiyana in a lower, but firmer voice. The politicians seemed torn between voting and fleeing, all but Cicero who continued snoring. Davard’s flabby face was awash in sweat. They decided to do neither. 

‘The imperial marshal has command over our forces since my father’s death,’ continued Aiyana. ‘Which means all legions, including those within this city. That power did not pass to the conclave, or you. She is my older sister and thus a Todralan.’ No need to mention her brother again. Best if they forgot about him for a while. 

‘Yes, yes, and a wonderful commander she’s proven to be. What of it?’ 

‘Sarscha Todralan is a woman of great patriotic duty, and of the law.’ They hadn’t spoken in years. They didn’t even like each other. ‘This is well known, and I doubt anyone here would disagree. Did you think, Avitus, she would hand over command of the legions to you, seeing as her family have the only right to rule? No doubt, word of our father’s murder will have reached her.’

‘She was never in line to rule,’ Liviana shouted. ‘Markus Olen never named her his successor. In fact, she is no longer even a princess. He named you, and you are not fit to rule.’

Oh, tantrum, tantrum, Aiyana thought with an inward smile. ‘And yet, by law, we must have a Todralan present before we cast the vote. If I am not eligible, then my presence here doesn’t count, and you must await my sister.’ You can’t have it both ways, woman. ‘She can take the throne as the last eligible Todralan. She does have that right, princess or no. The law is clear on this. Only another may be selected if there is no surviving Todralan, no matter who my father named. She relinquished the title of princess, not her family name, and my sister lives.’ Try to assassinate her if you dare. For all she despised her, Sarscha had proven to be a formidable battle leader.

Aiyana chose that moment to produce the papers she’d discovered in the library from within her robes. ‘These are imperial records which detail that in the year 435YC, Imperator Tiberius Olen Todralan overturned his grandmother’s disbandment of the conclave. Five years later, in 440YC, he enacted an imperial decree, which reverted powers back to the conclave if no one with Todralan blood lived. The decree says nothing about whether that Todralan was a named successor or holder of title.’ She then handed the papers to her nearest neighbour to have them passed along, though there was no need. All knew what she said was correct. They’d just needed reminding.

Aiyana again spotted her Darken in the shadows. The woman glared at her this time, before vanishing behind a pair of columns. Well, she would deal with that later. After all, she still had to get out of there in one piece.

A handful of conclavists nodded as they perused the document, though none spoke. It wasn’t unanimous, but perhaps enough to delay Liviana. What protection were papers against swords? Would the woman risk bloodshed within the conclave? If word of that got into the streets, the mob would rise. Then there was Sarscha and her forces, these days stationed permanently in Tystria, but not far away enough. No, Aiyana could see it in Liviana’s eyes. She would not risk that, not yet at least.

‘Sarscha Todralan did not come,’ snapped Liviana, all her feigned pleasantness evaporated. ‘We will hold the vote, now. Then, when I become imperatrix, the legions must obey me.’

‘I am afraid,’ Aiyana continued, convinced she would now never make it out, ‘it is also well known that our legions hold my sister in the greatest of respect. How was it put to me once, wait, I’ve forgotten, no wait ... they worship her.’ She was enjoying this cheeky side to her nature, a part of her she often suppressed. It was all Threadfin’s fault. ‘An imperatrix without legions, well ... unless you wish to put swords in our hands, and I’m afraid we’re rather too few to form a legion.’ Seriously, you have a death wish and she’ll grant it to you. It was all Threadfin’s fault.

None of the others offered agreement, but she hadn’t expected it. This was a one woman show. 

Liviana’s scowl turned and she smiled once more. ‘Of course, you make a wonderful point, which I had ... overlooked. Sarscha Todralan is a formidable leader, and her presence is, of course, required.’ 

By that, you mean she will never make it here alive. You underestimate my sister.

‘I believe,’ Liviana said in a quiet voice, forcing the words out, ‘we should all get much needed rest, and reconvene in three days. Send word to Sarscha Todralan. If she does not arrive by then, we shall assume she has decided against attending, and forfeits all rights to both name and throne.’ Then she turned and with a gesture, her guards joined her, followed by the nine of her family. 

Aiyana’s own escort remained waiting for her, as did her Darken. They would need to move quickly, if there wasn’t an entire legion already waiting outside. She realised that none of Liviana’s family had spoken during the entire session. The mongrels began collecting the unblemished tablets. 

She jumped at the voice in her ear. ‘She’s right, you know. You’re playing a dangerous game. I don’t like dangerous games. Nobody likes dangerous games.’

‘You do.’

Davard Tystrus cocked an eyebrow at that.

‘I am doing what I must,’ she answered without turning to look at him. The fat conclavist was close enough for her to feel nauseous at the smell. Did he never use the baths? The image leaping into her head made her feel worse. ‘My father trained me in politics as he did in every other form of battle. Much is risked in the pursuit of power.’

His garlicky breath was heavy on her face as he leaned in closer. ‘My advice if it’s worth anything to you is to disappear. She will not let you see the dawn otherwise. Each conclavist here will take their chance to do the same now. There will be no vote in three days.’

‘Without the conclave vote, she cannot take the throne.’

‘Oh, she can, she can. The vote would’ve legitimised her and prevented any lawful challenge to her rule, but she can still take the throne without it, and kill any who dare. Without the conclave at all, you will not be raised to the throne either, and I’m afraid that would never happen now, not with that news about your brother. Our lives are in more danger than ever before. She might have wanted legitimacy, but she doesn’t need it. Disappear, Aiyana Todralan, and do not come back. No one will support you now.’

‘I meant it when I said Sarscha can take the throne, by force if she must.’

‘You know she will never do that, not while you live. Like you said, my child, she is a woman of the law.’

She bristled at his addressing her that way, but the stench was enough to dispel any anger. Just trying to breathe was a problem. ‘If I vanish into the night, how will matters change? Without me to stand in her way, she will be imperatrix.’

Davard chuckled. ‘She’s as good as already, and you cannot stand in her way if you are dead. That guard of yours will not stand up to a legion and I’ve no doubt she is already issuing the order. I’ve also no doubt Ornias would agree with me. All those men and women will die, and then you, if you don’t disappear.’

‘Of that other matter, then?’

He sighed. ‘Yes, taken care of, though, I wonder what will be the result. Civil war? I don’t like that idea. Do you? How will it change anything? Like I said, a woman of the law.’

She opened her mouth to speak, but stopped when she realised the smell had gone.

‘Well,’ she muttered to herself, ‘that didn’t go too badly, I think.’ She had no doubt that Davard was right, of course, but if she took his advice that would not mean she would be leaving Icarthya. She had to remain and overthrow this usurper. Ornias Saelos had several safe houses in the city. She could both disappear and remain a thorn in Liviana’s huge butt. It was huge, size of a small continent. All Threadfin’s fault.

She had lost all hope of support from the conclave. But what did that matter? They would flee anyway. No, she needed to look elsewhere. Obviously, Sarscha could not return in three days, and Liviana knew it. Still, Aiyana had gained a little time. Her sister might well return to find a new ruler on the throne, and yes, that would mean civil war. It might come to that. It might be necessary.

She vacated her seat and climbed down the broad steps to the tiled floor. Before leaving, she kissed the ring on her left hand, and then departed with her modest guard, through a small concealed stone doorway at the rear of the apse. Few knew of it, a secret knack for opening it.

It was time to go into hiding, and plot a rebellion.
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The Shathra

THREADFIN WATCHED THE stranger step between two of the monstrous sculptures. A forest-green soldier’s cloak flirted with dead leaves as the slender man moved with the caution of a veteran, or perhaps a skilled thief.

Above the clearing, the clouds were thick and grey. Surrounding them were trees of birch, elm, and poisonous yew. The ground rose to the left, carpeted in moss, and edged with ferns where he’d fallen. It had to be the foothills of the Scab Mountains. They bordered the Artaca Plains and linked with the Artaca Mountain range further north. Far to the east beyond the plains, and yet more mountains, Icarthya sat on the coast. Thinking of it like that made it seem closer, but it had never felt further away.

The arrival lowered his hood as he approached. Threadfin groaned when he recognised the face with its livid scar. Schooling his own, he waited as Podral Pole approached. I’ll fight him if I have to, he thought. Not that he expected to win, but he’d stand his ground. If he could stand at all. He didn’t care about damp, or chill. Baking sun, or freezing winters were all the same to him, although damp conditions did cause other problems.

What his kind did feel, as much as breathers, was pain. His chest burned, and his back throbbed. Exhausted too, though he knew it had nothing to do with all that running. His recent illness was responsible for that. The decomposition of a viral was slow, but he thought he could now feel its progression. He waited to see if the breather had come to end him, and wondered if it wouldn’t be for the best.

‘There you are, you ugly bastard,’ barked Pole as he halted several feet away. He planted fists on hips and stared at Threadfin like a disgruntled mother at a dirty child. Threadfin might’ve laughed had he felt the urge. ‘What you doing lying there? You could die with exposure. Oh, wait, sorry, you’re already dead, aren’t you?’

‘Hilarious.’

‘I thought so.’

Threadfin tried to rise but collapsed again with a spasm. ‘Just half dead by the way, and what about you? I saw you bleeding on the ground. You should be dead yourself. You definitely look almost there.’

‘Now what’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Oh nothing. Just that us dead folk have all the fun, or haven’t you noticed?’ What was he doing? Angering a man who’d vowed to kill him? Do I really want it to end? Part of him did, but another part knew it wasn’t time.

Pole spat to the side. ‘I’m not eager to join the fun just yet, lad.’ He wore a hooded green cloak over iron scale. Under that was a green woollen tunic, worn to the knees like most northern Icarthians. There was an iron short sword on his right hip. On his lower legs were the wrappings known as swals instead of breeches, common to lower ranks. He spat a second time, with emphasis.

‘Where’d you steal those clothes from?’

The thief snorted. ‘Mayhap someone gifted them to me. How’d you know they didn’t? Anyway, poor bugger hadn’t need of them anymore.’

‘You killed him, I’m guessing.’

‘Don’t answer to you, Todder, but you will answer to me. You’ll do as I say when I say it, you hear? I’m in charge of you, now.’

‘You here to kill me?’

He seemed taken aback at the question. With a grunt, he screwed up his face and spat. He did that a lot. ‘Now why’d you go and ask that? We were just beginning to get along.’ 

‘Huh, I remember you suggesting, it was best to kill me, remember? I know you’ve no love for me, Pole, so quit this grolg shit. Why haven’t you murdered me already? Why are we chatting here like old friends?’

‘Right, yeah, that stuff I said.’ Surprisingly, his face took on a shamed expression. ‘Had to push him, right? I suspected what he was up to, but I wasn’t sure, you understand?’ He cleared his throat when he realised Threadfin didn’t. 

‘Right, well,’ he continued, ‘I needed to know for certain if he was one of them, but he was a clever bastard. Had me near convinced he was legit, a downright turd bucket mind, but a legit turd bucket. Couldn’t go killing him just on a suspicion, could I? Not what I’m about at all. I mean, I don’t like killin’ at the best of times.’

‘I find that difficult to believe.’ 

‘It’s the truth. Think what you want, but I’m no murderer. Anyhow, there were others besides him to watch. That, and well, I couldn’t let him suspect me, you know, in case he was who I thought he was. Of course, if he knew who I was, he was pretending he didn’t. See, all very simple.’

‘I’m sure in your head it is.’

Pole gave a long sigh as though forcing patience. ‘I was there to protect you, lad, from Felps as it turns out, but he wasn’t the only one under suspicion. We knew someone might try eventually. Look, you’ll learn why, soon enough.’

He didn’t believe a word. ‘Okay, why did he try to kill me?’ Of the two, it had been Ludwole Felps he’d trusted most, and that hadn’t been much. He no longer knew if he could trust anyone.

‘Like I said, it’s complicated,’ Pole said with sour look. He was offended. 

‘You said it was simple.’

‘He’ll be on your trail hard now, and he won’t be alone. I found you, didn’t I? Look, if I was going to kill you, I’d have done it by now.’ 

Maybe, thought Threadfin, but I’ll trust you when grolg fly. ‘There was another man with Felps, after he stabbed you.’ Threadfin knew his name and rank, but that wasn’t what he wanted to know. ‘He had a weird dagger. Went through a foreign ritual.’ He didn’t mention he also lit on fire from the inside out.

Pole was looking about, peering into the treeline. ‘Don’t know nothing about it. Don’t know what he wants with you.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

‘Look, I don’t care what you bloody believe. I told you, if I could find you, they definitely will.’ He spread his hands again in a placating gesture. ‘Okay, I can tell you this. They wanted you alive, but I don’t know the reason. I do know a person who does, and I can take you to them. Felps had more than one opportunity to kill you, but didn’t. Was what confused me about him, you see. Events caught up with us, I guess. I never saw that knife coming. I barely twisted in time. He got nothing vital. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here looking at your gorgeous kisser.’

Felps had wanted me for that exemplar, he thought. Canaan Pen Luthus was infamous as the high exemplar. A man of high standards and a skewed morality. Threadfin’s mind was a whirl of questions, and Pole’s answers just raised more.

‘You know, I’ve been freezing my chestnuts off trying to find you and I hate the cold more than the earth dancin’. I killed my darag trying to catch you, and it takes a lot to run those to death. Not meant for forest travel, I suppose. I’d swear you were hell’s own with the speed you were moving at. Now, I’ve enough of this.’

‘What if you’re just keeping me alive, like Felps did, for your own reasons.’

‘Oh, for the love of sweet Grim’s hairy ... he stabbed me, remember?’ 

‘Yes, and you’re not dead. Convenient, isn’t it?’

‘Seems you got a choice, then. Come with me, or go it alone.’ The tone in his voice suggested he would not allow the latter. 

Guess it would be better with the bastard where I could see him, rather than out there in the shadows, he reasoned. It was snowing. Light at first, the flakes turned heavy. It was still late autumn, but they were on higher ground. Several landed on his face. No, it wasn’t snow but sleet. The forest on either side darkened. It was growing late and he had to admit he didn’t know which way to go. Pole might tell him, but what if he got lost again? 

‘Can you get me out of this forsaken forest?’

‘Lost, are you?’ The breather looked amused. He began picking his nose with a dirty finger.

No, he didn’t trust Pole, but he might end up wandering through Tarl for weeks. He couldn’t afford to waste that much time. ‘How long have you been searching for me?’

‘Come on, get on your feet,’ barked Pole. ‘In case you still haven’t figured this out, I’m trying to help. I’ll get you out.’ He stepped closer and unclasped his cloak, wrapping it about Threadfin. 

‘I’m undead, remember? Don’t feel the cold like you pulsers do.’

Pole hesitated, then took the cloak back and threw it over his own shoulders. ‘You know, you isn’t looking great. In fact, I’ve seen week-old turds looking healthier.’

‘I asked you how long?’

‘Near five days.’

I have no memory of five days. He’d been running so long, time had lost meaning. ‘I don’t feel well.’

‘Neither do I, but seeing as I can die and you’re already dead, my sympathies rest with myself. Anyhow, thought you said your lot don’t feel.’ 

‘Cold ... I said we don’t feel the cold. This, this is ... something’s wrong.’

‘It’s not that, you know, ah, what happened afore?’ When Threadfin didn’t answer, Pole shut his eyes and sighed. ‘Right, thirty minutes rest and then we leave. Not a minute over. I want to get out of here. These statues make me itch.’

‘What, the Shathra? Angels should give you strength.’ Threadfin touched the crucifix at his neck as he spoke. It was made of cheap silver, its surface corroded and dull, without reflection.

‘This is the Shathra, true enough, but look at them. They’re older, much older.’

‘Than what?’

‘Angels.’

Threadfin didn’t know what to say. What could be older than angels? He examined the stone guardians. There was a difference. These weren’t like the bronze or stone statues lining Icarthya’s parks or the interior of her churches. They were nothing like those within the palace, inlaid with gemstones. The scrunched faces with heavy brows were odd, though weather damage had removed a nose here, half a face there. Still, it was clear that each visage was malicious unlike the benevolent faces of Etruria, Fakir or Adal.

Threadfin lay down and rested for that half hour. His insides felt hollow, as though a giant hand had scooped out his withered guts. The old soldier nudged him with his boot when time was up. They vacated the clearing, moving uphill, back into the gloom of Tarl. At first, all Threadfin managed was a crawl. Felps, he’d noted, wore several tunics beneath his armour. 

‘I can keep walking a lot longer than you,’ said Threadfin, wondering if that was true. He thought he was close to his limit already. ‘You’re going to need food and sleep, and shelter I suppose.’

‘A village, you mean.’

Civilisation instead of dreary forest, but if anyone recognised him for what he was, things might turn ugly. ‘Are there any near here?’

Pole handed Threadfin strips of dried kelp and fish. ‘I know you walking corpses need this stuff. Kept it hidden. Figured I might need to spirit you away.’ He then produced dried meat for himself and began chewing.

Threadfin sniffed at the stale seafood. It looked old, but he ate. They were stale and smelt of Pole more than of the sea. He kept chewing but couldn’t taste, thankfully. He resisted an urge to hurl. Yes, definitely feeling odd. ‘It’s not true, you know.’

‘Eh?’

‘I’m not a walking corpse, or maggot spit, whatever that is, or a zombie, which don’t exist by the way. I’m half dead.’ Even the term undead wasn’t quite right, and to Threadfin’s mind a contradiction, but whatever. Not like anyone cared.

‘You don’t breathe, do you?’

‘Well, no.’

‘Your heart doesn’t beat does it? There’s no blood in your veins, is there? What is it that keeps you up and moving about, anyhow?’

Threadfin didn’t answer, the argument lost. Smart bastard. ‘You planned on helping me all along.’ He hadn’t decided to trust the man, but he could play along. If necessary, he’d take the chance and run, once he’d recovered a bit. ‘Why?’

The breather halted, and stared at him. ‘What happened to you back there, eh? Answer me that one. You had a whole other person coming out of you. Bet it’s why you don’t feel well, right?’

Threadfin shook his head. 

‘Well, then,’ said Pole. ‘Guess we both got secrets, don’t we.’ He grimaced and spat. ‘We’d best keep on. We’ve a rendezvous to keep.’

‘Hey now, I want to get clear of this forest. I’ve no interest in any rendezvous.’

‘I told you, I know someone who can answer your questions, and you never heard me say you had a choice.’

This time Threadfin shut his mouth, deciding not to point out that he had said exactly that. One way or another, he had to lose this breather, though not before he found a way out of this Grim-hooded forest.
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A Blubbering Fool

LIVIANA PACED, RIDING boots thudding on the oak floorboards. She’d ridden her own sydarag, an activity she’d not done in years. The beast had been restless when she’d mounted him. Once clear of the city, she’d given him his head, and what a feeling. The wind had been a knife cutting through her, as the muscular beast between her legs thumped across the earth. It was times like that she didn’t despise being human, at least, not as much.

The house was large with a dozen rooms. This main bedroom had a deep-set fireplace, the coals lit. The personal residence of a conclavist and family recently departed.

She halted by the prisoner. ‘I know what you are. There is nothing to be gained here by denials.’

He grunted.

‘Give me her location, and perhaps I will overlook your recent stupidity. I might even find a use for you.’

‘You killed her.’ The prisoner spat, a glob congealing on Liviana’s boot. ‘She’s dead.’ 

Weary, she massaged her brow, and then nodded to her thraels. If that was how he wanted it.

Altus and Berg, she thought those were the names, forced the prisoner’s hands into the flames for a second time. He screeched, twisting and writhing in an attempt to get free. There was soon a stench of roasting meat. It mingled with the persistent stink of the unwashed thraels. Conversion did nothing for their hygiene it seemed. Liviana made a sharp gesture. 

The sweaty men, whom she’d borrowed from Pen Luthus, pulled the captive from the flames. They’d proved capable enough at least. The hands and wrists of the prisoner had blackened. A clear fluid wept from large blisters, the skin sloughing away. He was whimpering but regained control. 

‘For tens of thousands of years, our kind has hidden among humans. Did you think I would not recognise you on sight? Did you think you could stand in my way?’

Her men now lashed the prisoner with thick ropes, to prevent his full transformation. The protrusions had begun. Trauma would do that. The man’s gaze drifted to the corpse, which lay in a corner. Did he feel responsible for her death? Had he loved or cared for her? I doubt it, she thought. We all do what is necessary. She had lost ten of her thraels to these two before having to intervene.

Liviana stooped to whisper in his ear. ‘Tell me her location. You cannot hide what you are no more than why you are here.’ She grabbed his arms, the hands useless now. He cried out in agony. ‘What is it to you if she lives or dies? Is she really worth this?’ She would have that little vixen. How dare she oppose and make a fool of her. So long as she lived that bitch was a threat.

‘You want her. You want the Key,’ the prisoner whispered. ‘You will have neither. You’ve failed, Them. We both know what that means.’

She punched the prisoner in the face, once, twice and a third time. Rivulets of molten flame filled her veins. Cartilage and bone gave under the blows. Such a weak form, this human flesh. ‘You will die here, and I don’t just mean your pathetic body.’ 

She produced a serrated steel blade that shimmered with a light all its own. His eyes widened on sight of it. She possessed one other, which Pen Luthus had taken with him. Those copies she’d created for her thraels didn’t count. They were of limited use, and weaker. Time, she never had enough. Relearning the old arts took too long. ‘You know what this is, don’t you? Give me her location.’ 

The hapless fool stared at her. Blood bubbled from his damaged face, but his remaining eye showed no fear. Just defiance. Impressive, but then it was to be expected of her kind. 

Moving away, she stalked towards the decoy. The woman they sought was several inches taller. They had led her thraels down the wrong path. The idiot must have known what would happen. He had expected to die. Such misplaced loyalty. The corpse had blond hair and similar features to her quarry. Even her clothing was similar, and overall, not a bad ruse. ‘I killed her quickly. I will take my time with you.’ She pointed towards him with the dagger. ‘There is no escape. No hope. Only Oblivion. I can spare you that.’ 

He stared back at her with determination, gritting his teeth to prepare himself.

Liviana nodded.

This time they held his feet to the flames. Blood sizzled as it hit the burning coals. An acrid stench of burning flesh filled the room. The screams were horrendous and the protrusions grew larger, straining the ropes. Yes, his form was weak, but the spirit within was the problem. That was strong. He would endure and his flesh would die before telling her anything useful. She had wasted an entire morning. That chit could be anywhere in the city or beyond.

They pulled the blubbering fool from the fire. His feet were blackened and useless. Flames licked his ankles and legs, charring and blistering the skin further up. He was barely conscious. The body would die, but the soul within would not escape. She fingered the soul shard, anticipating that moment. She glanced at the blade. Its surface was dark, but a closer look revealed a swirling flame as though seen beneath glass. A lifetime in this form, she’d nearly forgotten her former existence. It was nice to have reminders.

‘You have no idea what you’re doing,’ the prisoner croaked as he regained awareness. ‘They will ... ruin this world, and then the entire Spectrum. You should be trying ... to prepare it, to defend it. Instead, you seek to destroy it.’

‘I have no intention of destroying it,’ Liviana said in calm voice, ‘well, not all of it. I seek to save worlds, thousands of them. Does that surprise you? A mere fraction, but that is all that can be saved. You lot are fools to think you can save it all, that you can stop the coming dissolution. You dare name us, Fallen? We were ever the true guardians.’

‘No, you seek power. It is all ... you ever sought.’

She heard a soldier thumping up the stairs, before he burst through the bedroom doors. ‘We’ve found the trail,’ the woman panted. ‘House Brutus sheltered her two nights ago.’

Liviana stared into his eyes. ‘I promise you, I will find Todralan and kill her.’

She held her gaze with Conclavist Ornias Saelos a moment longer and then dismissed him. ‘Kill him,’ she said, turning and handing the soul shard to Berg, ‘but do it slowly.’

†
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‘WHAT, IN THE UNHOLY name of Grim, were you thinking?’ It was after midnight and Aiyana’s Darken paced, snappish and growling. ‘Your recent antics have upended any hope we had at stopping her. She knew about your brother. For the love of the Spectrum above, she knew.’

‘You said that already,’ answered Aiyana in a calm voice, ‘several times, I believe.’ She was resting, eyes closed. She sighed. ‘For the last time, I couldn’t let her legitimise her rule. If I did, I could never reclaim the throne. It would have meant the next in line would legally be an Avitus.’

‘What does any of that matter? She’ll take power now anyway. It’s all academic. You’ve spent far too much time with your nose in books, Yana. This is the real world.’

‘I have the legal and moral right to oppose her while her rule isn’t ratified. I defeat her and I can still be raised imperatrix. A rebellion is the next clear step, and I will lead it.’

‘You can’t be serious,’ her Darken snapped. ‘No one will support you. The truth about your brother will spread. I’m sorry, but your duty has ended. Regrettable, even shameful, but there it is. Your bid for the throne is over. You must leave this city, perhaps the imperium too.’

‘I don’t require you to tell me my duty. Believe me; no one knows better how dangerous this is. Besides, my duty will not end until my death, and you know that.’

Cathya’s pacing halted. ‘Which could happen soon if you don’t listen to me,’ she hissed. She still hadn’t forgiven her. Well, Aiyana had done what was necessary, although attending conclave had been a risk, and that revelation was a complication. No need to tell the woman she was right, however. She had enough moral high ground to stand on as it was. 

‘My sources,’ Cathya went on, ‘inform me anyone close to you has either disappeared, or has since thrown their lot in with Avitus. Not enough to ratify her rule, but still. They killed Saelos. They tortured him, to find you.’

‘I was here for that report.’ It hurt, knowing others died for her. It wasn’t what she’d wanted, but resisting Liviana meant more would die soon. Her father had taught her that sometimes such deaths were necessary, evil as they were. Once in power, she would set about building a new imperium, a new system that would right old wrongs and see the lowest rise. Still, she avoided mention of Cathya’s family, with whom the Darken was estranged. No word on survivors, but the Shivar estate was gone.

‘Yet you insist on this foolery? You always insist on doing everything. Why won’t you accept help, and a little advice, for once?’

‘You shouldn’t be up walking about,’ Aiyana mumbled, half glancing at the woman. ‘You should be resting. After all, I’ve more foolery to be getting on with in a bit. You’ll need your strength.’

She thought she heard the woman mutter, ‘... the strength to strangle you.’

The bodyguard fingered the bandages at her side, still muttering, winced and resumed her pacing. She had saved Aiyana’s life twice since the conclave had met three days ago. This was the third safe house they’d moved to. Liviana, apparently, wasn’t a happy woman. That was to the good. Anger made for mistakes, or well, that was the idea.

‘She’s not going to let one little upstart stand in her way,’ said Cathya. ‘She only thought you lived before. Since your stunt, she now knows it and to make it worse, you decided to infuriate her beyond reason. How is that supposed to help?’

‘That’s how you see me, is it? Little?’

‘Don’t put words in my mouth.’

‘You said them.’ It wasn’t that Aiyana wanted to goad her Darken. She was tired of this argument. She’d never seen her this on edge and nothing she could say short of, ‘Yes, Cath, my dear, I will flee the city immediately, and obey you the rest of my days,’ would soothe the woman. Red hair equals a red temper, as the saying went. 

‘You will be dead by sundown tomorrow.’

‘Good to know. Make the arrangements will you. I like white lilies, oh and Liviana’s not invited.’ 

‘Now, you just sound like your brother.’

Aiyana sighed, massaging her forehead. ‘Liviana wants more than the throne, Cath. I saw it in her eyes. She seeks more than just the power to rule. I haven’t figured it all out yet, but I will. We haven’t failed, because Liviana hasn’t begun. She must know she can’t take the throne and hold on to it, not with my sister still alive.’ She recalled Davard’s words and wondered if that was true. ‘She doesn’t control the legions. No, she’s up to something else.’

‘You mean those wretched overfed brutes.’

‘She’s drawing them here. Once they arrive, then you can start to panic.’ Rumour had turned to fact over a few days. The Nephilim had arrived in numbers, by all accounts. There were scouts in Aiyana’s employ, and she trusted them. Ships had once more landed on the Adalalcas coast. This time it was no raid. ‘I’m convinced that harridan has something to do with them. Even if she doesn’t, she’ll use them to unite the city and the legions behind her. I cannot allow that.’

Cathya huffed and stood glaring at her with fists on hips. ‘I am not panicking. I’m just ... concerned. That is my job, you know.’

Their current safe house was once a merchant’s dwelling. The whitewashed walls were thick, the wooden floor well maintained. Most of the poorer houses in Icarthya didn’t have glass like this one, just shutters or goatskin. Torches lit the interior on bronze sconces. Heavy linen curtains prevented light leaking out. A Soul and Fury games board made of lacquered wood sat on a table, the ivory pieces in play. Like Cathya, Aiyana enjoyed strategy, but tonight had no appetite or patience. Losing four games in a row would do that, but then Cathya always chose Fury. Aiyana always won with Soul, but not against her Darken.

‘I’ll admit you’re right about one thing,’ Aiyana said, rising from the cot. She grabbed a brush from a stand and dragged it through her tangled golden hair. She’d been tying it up and stuffing it under a cap whenever they moved. Wearing a worker’s tunic and breeches, not to mention boots, she looked nothing like a princess. Her face was filthy. She needed a mirror, a bath, and several other things she couldn’t have. The cot was wooden and falling apart, the mattress stuffed with straw. She missed her own soft bed in the palace, and Holy Spectrum above, what she wouldn’t give for a cup of green tea. 

She moved to the wooden hexagon board and picked up Hearth, moving it two places to the right and one forwards. An aggressive move for Soul, but playing defensively against Cathya never worked. She still had Fire and Spirit shielded behind four Guardians. It would take a full assault by Cathya to win, which she usually did.

‘What do you mean?’ Her Darken was eyeing the board. Her Sage and Warrior protected as always, she moved her Nemesis one and a legion two and two left, trapping Aiyana’s Zealot. Fury always received two moves to Soul’s one, but Soul had far stronger pieces. That one had been the strongest. 

‘We will be leaving.’

‘Thank the Spectrum above for good sense.’ Cathya grabbed her by the shoulders, nearly knocking over the board, and kissed her long and deep. ‘We should go within the hour,’ she then added, somewhat out of breath.

‘More like a few days, maybe weeks.’ Aiyana had enjoyed the kiss, too few of those lately, but she couldn’t give in now.

‘What?’ Her Darken stood there with a reddening face as relief turned to anger. ‘Now you listen to me. Staying in this city one—’

‘Could even be months. We knew what we were up against when we took this course. I must see it through. I will leave when my people are safe.’

‘Yes, we did,’ Cathya agreed, ‘but as you know, the best of plans can fall apart. Ours did the moment she shared your brother’s nature. Your name and reputation are tarnished. It is over.’ Her hand touched a hilt on her hip. It was wooden, but banded with gold. ‘I can force you to leave, Yana. It is within my right and power to do so.’

Aiyana touched the other woman’s cheek with a caress. ‘Your duty isn’t to prevent me from a course of action, my love. It’s to keep me alive no matter the course I take.’

‘Don’t try to muddy the issue. You always do that. I will not allow you to sacrifice yourself, not when there is no hope of winning.’

The conclave had scattered since her stand against Liviana, those who could, fleeing the city, or into hiding. There would be no vote, and Liviana would want revenge for that. That wouldn’t stop Avitus, but it had slowed her. Physically placing her butt on the throne didn’t make her imperatrix, and the woman knew it. A few conclavists might still support Aiyana, if Liviana left any alive. Her people needed her. With the possibility of a war with the Nephilim, a ruler with the will and desire to protect the people had to be in charge, and soon.

There was a rap on the front door. A guardswoman admitted a soldier. Over boiled leather armour, he wore a commoner’s faded blue woollen cloak. It was tattered and smelling of fish. Captain Turol shook out the fine coating of droplets, his armour creaking.

He then walked straight to Cathya, and stood waiting for orders. Aiyana had not given him any order to come here. Why was he looking to her?

‘Cath, what is this?’

‘You will be coming with us,’ said Cathya to the captain. ‘We’re going to get her out, whether she likes it or not, which she doesn’t. She will not come quietly.’

Aiyana struggled to believe her ears. ‘You are not an imbecile. Quit behaving like one. I cannot defeat Liviana if I’m not even present in the city. I am staying.’

‘I don’t advise that, my lady,’ said Turol, in a serious voice. ‘Nephilim are marching from the coast. Enough reports have confirmed that they are in large numbers. Exemplars scour the city for you as we speak, and we are running out of places to hide you. You cannot stay.’

Aiyana swore under her breath. ‘Did I ask you for your opinion, Turol? Have you risen so high that you now dabble in political circles?’

‘Yana,’ her Darken snapped. ‘This isn’t a game like we used to play when we were children. They will kill you.’ She turned back to the captain, leaving Aiyana open mouthed. ‘What is the route?’

‘There is a church not far from here, just a few streets. There’s an old crypt beneath, long forgotten. They won’t know of it.’

‘We need to get out of here quietly, but that way is impossible. The old crypts are a warren. A wrong turn and we could end up beneath the palace. Is that the best you got?’

‘They captured two of my men. I barely made it here at all. With the princess in tow, we’ll never make it, not above ground. There is no other route and no time to find one. My soldiers will create havoc in the streets and alleyways, to cover our escape.’ 

Aiyana stood there in disbelief as they discussed her exit from the city as if she were not present, as if her leaving was a foregone conclusion. ‘As your princess,’ she said, in case they’d forgotten, which they appeared to have, ‘I’m informing both of you treacherous cretins that I am going nowhere.’ 

The captain seemed oblivious of her, or perhaps he just didn’t care, as he continued, ‘The men she took won’t remain silent forever. Most of the exemplar guard remain loyal to her. Most of them are, well, they’ve ... changed. My plan is the only way, and it must be now.’

Cathya did glance at her then. ‘Fine, fine,’ she said, ‘then how do we get out of the crypts once we’re in them?’

‘Are either of you halfwits listening?’

‘They join the sewers beneath the city, a quarter mile in,’ said Turol. ‘Bit of a walk through those, but it’s the shortest distance to the river without going above ground. We can take a boat from there north for a bit, and then ride north to Willow Lake, and then the Noy southwest. Roads are too dangerous. Another boat will be waiting at the lake. All’s ready.’ 

‘Enough,’ Aiyana snapped. ‘I’m not allowing you to smuggle me out of this city.’

The captain shrugged. ‘Smuggling goods or smuggling people. What’s the difference? You’ll be safe, I promise.’ 

Aiyana spluttered, searching for a suitable cutting response, and failing.

‘Alright, it’s a good plan,’ said Cathya, ‘all considered.’

‘I still think we should bring more men.’

‘A small group has a better chance of getting by unseen. If it comes to fighting, we’ve already lost.’

Aiyana glared at them both. ‘I’m the one in charge here,’ was all she managed, realising she had lost control of the situation. ‘Cathya Shivar, you’ve sworn to obey me, whatever about this grolg-brain. It appears he’ll obey anything with shaved legs.’

The captain affected not to notice the insult, and Cathya smiled. ‘I was sworn to protect you since I was a toddler, and yes to obey you, but one overrides the other. I’m sorry, but it’s for your own good.’ 

‘What about my people? You’re not thinking about them. You’re asking me to abandon them.’

Cathya turned away to speak with the captain further. ‘The rate those exemplars are scouring this city, they’ll find her in a day or sooner, so I agree with your assessment. We leave now.’ She grabbed her cloak and followed the soldier to the door. ‘Wait outside. We’ll be a minute.’

‘Wait, you Grim-blinded wretches,’ Aiyana hissed. ‘I told you, I’m not going. Threaten me all you like with that dagger; we both know you’d never harm me. I am not going and you can’t force me.’ That last bit sounded a bit foolish, but she folded her arms and thrust her chin up. She’d said it and meant it.

Her Darken turned from the door and strode back towards her, with a disarming smile. She ran a hand through her short red hair, a habit when nervous. Too right, she should be nervous. This was treachery. ‘You know I love you,’ she said, embracing her with a kiss. Aiyana stiffened. ‘What I do is because I love you. Please, remember that.’ 

Aiyana knew it was too late when she felt the sting in her neck. She stumbled into Cathya’s arms. ‘You ... bitch,’ was all she managed before darkness took her. 
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Chapter 13 
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A Voice in the Dark

THREADFIN BEGAN TO notice Pole’s wheezing efforts to remain upright and moving. ‘You need to rest a while.’

‘I’m fine,’ he barked, the purple scar on his face puckering as he winced. ‘Bastard didn’t get anything vital. I bandaged it up good.’

Sounded convincing, true enough, but Threadfin couldn’t help thinking the man should be dead. Well, considering the amount of blood that had spilled out of him. Could breathers survive wounds like that? He didn’t know, wasn’t certain he cared. So why am I bloody well thinking about it then?

He walked on with the odd glance behind. Pole stumbled as they went downhill at an angle, skirting the mountains on their southern edge. The light was fading, but that didn’t bother Threadfin. A viral saw in the dark as well as a slinkt. Another reason he’d been valuable in Lame. Birch and elm gave way to oak. Crossing a small stream, Pole took gulps of icy water as they stopped to rest. Nothing but creaking cold as the sleet fell heavier.

With a wince, the breather lowered himself against a cadaver of wood that was twisted and rotten. He closed his eyes for several minutes. Night fell quickly.

‘Hey, you okay?’ Threadfin touched his shoulder.

Pole broke into a spluttering cough, gripping his side. He opened his eyes. ‘Were being followed, lad. You head on to Keel. It’s a village somewhere northeast of here. I’ll be along in a bit.’ Another series of coughs shook him.

Threadfin put an arm around his shoulders, but Pole attempted to shrug him off. ‘Look, I shouldn’t have made it this far.’

‘What is it you’re not telling me?’

‘Had to see you were alright.’

‘Why?’

‘Because ... we need you.’

‘Who is this, we?’ Not to mention, who would need Threadfin Todder? It couldn’t have been for thieving, could it?

‘There’s ... ah,’ he cried in pain. ‘There’s a woman waiting for you. Her ... name is, Scatter. You must trust her.’

Threadfin got to his feet and scanned the forest. It was too dark to see far even for him, though he saw enough. He listened, sniffed the air. ‘There’s no one out there.’ At least, there wasn’t yet. ‘Come on, we can both make it.’

Pole shook his head, wheezing. The drop in temperature was dramatic, the ground hardening. Threadfin felt iciness rummaging through his clothing, though it didn’t touch him like it did Pole. Fog curled about his ankles as the sleet stopped. 

‘You’re ... a good man, Todder, for a dead one.’ A series of coughs racked him. ‘But you’re as thick as a grolg’s dick, you know? You need to ... go.’

‘Keel must have a healer.’ He’d never heard of this village and guessed it would be isolated from everywhere. Still, most villages had at least one healer. ‘I can go get help, and come back.’ 

‘You don’t understand. You must get away and make that rendezvous. She will take care of you. You don’t stand a chance otherwise.’ He froze. ‘Listen!’

Threadfin did, ears straining. The trees creaked but otherwise the forest was silent.

Gripping him beneath the arms, Threadfin forced Pole to his feet. ‘It’s only a bit further, right? You know, I never thought I’d see the day when I’d be helping a breather, especially one as ugly as you.’

‘Hah,’ coughed Pole, ‘never thought I’d need help from a walking corpse to keep me from getting dead.’ Another cough shook him. ‘Hah, that’s one I got to remember.’

‘I’m half dead, like that brain of yours. You know, you’d almost make a decent undeader, but we do have standards.’ Through the trees, Threadfin heard a sighing sound, but there was no wind. The upper branches were stiff with cold. Besides, wind couldn’t make that noise. It was like distant voices, calling. 

They settled into a hobbling gait. At first, he thought they’d never manage. Then the other man began to cooperate more. He’d no choice since Threadfin wasn’t giving him one. 

‘You’re as thick as a grolg’s—’

‘Yeah, you said already. You seem to know a lot about grolg anatomy. Had much experience in that area then?’

Another bout of wheezing coughs swallowed Pole’s laughter. It was slow progress. They halted and crouched behind a large oak, needing rest. Threadfin still felt odd, as though something was wrong with his insides. It felt like the same affliction, and yet different. 

He also felt an itch, as though someone was watching them. He attempted to muffle the man’s coughing. The sleet resumed, dripping through gaps in the canopy. In the distance, patchy greyness suggested the forest’s edge. Then he spotted Pole’s sword belted to his waist. Threadfin slid the weapon free of its hide sheath. He felt a comfort in the weight. It was then he realised his mistake, as the metal caught a glint of errant starlight through a gap in the canopy.

Within the blade, he saw a naked man, tufts of bloodied fur around his feet. The face remained in shadow. Looming behind him were monstrous figures, thumping closer. The breather appeared oblivious, pointing straight at Threadfin.

The vision faded to the dull gleam of iron.

He lay back, stunned by what he’d seen, uncertain what it might mean. Reflections were dangerous things. He should’ve known better, but he was exhausted and recent events had left him unbalanced. All he needed to do was find a healer’s gurd. He could leave Pole there, and continue onward.

He thought him asleep or passed out. He put a hand near the breather’s face, felt warmth on his palm. The warmth of a breather’s breath, the thumping of a pulse or the drip of red blood fascinated him.

Twigs snapped nearby. 

He froze, hand still at Pole’s mouth. It was unlike him to allow anyone sneak close.

‘Hello,’ hissed a voice. ‘I know you’re there, yes, yes, oh, I know.’

Threadfin snatched his hand back, and gripped the sword. Was it a friendly voice? Do I have a Grim-blinded choice? ‘Here,’ he shouted, and cringed. ‘We’re over here,’ he added in a lower voice.

Out of the night stepped a haggard form, doubled over, and leaning on a staff. It stepped right up to him. ‘Is he alive?’ spat the deformed figure, a woman’s voice. He got the impression this breather was ancient.

Threadfin wiped spittle from his face. They could be disgusting at times. ‘Can you help him? He was wounded, days ago.’

‘Silence,’ it hissed. An audible sniffing ensued. The knarred form twisted left and right. ‘Not alone, no, no. Quickly, get him up. Yes, yes, follow me.’
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Finesse

HEAT PIERCED LIVIANA’S flesh. Light stabbed her eyeballs in an explosion of agony. Euphoria followed as power filled her limbs. The vibrancy of an angelic soul electrified her nerves. It was always that way when she gave in to that part of her. She did not submit fully, of course, just enough for her needs.

It was her true self, in part at least, her true spirit rising to the surface of her consciousness. It cocooned her body, settling like a cloak of feathered light. A near-full moon dappled the courtyard, clouds threatening to overwhelm it. With unhurried steps, she approached the house and outer buildings, the hem of her cloak of light an inch above the mud. It did not illuminate her path. It wasn’t that sort of light.

Screams rose from inside. Thraels, in the guise of exemplars, smashed through doors and windows. A dog’s heavy cough came from the main building.

Brutus had five members within conclave. Four, she’d dealt with. Influence and position had garnered the Brutus family with land and wealth. They’d pandered to the whims of the old imperator, but now they scorned their new imperatrix? They were the politicians she loved to hate.

She climbed the pink granite steps, to the sound of screams. White statues of alabaster guarded the entrance. Brown veining marred the features. Liviana paused, staring at them, tracing one with a finger. Their wings curved outwards in a protective pose. She entered the house.

It was late. The family had been in bed, but not all the servants. They now adorned the courtyard. The victims did not all die right away. Unnecessary perhaps, but she needed to send a message. Her men had arranged the corpses like nightmarish puppets. Several of her followers had embraced the darkness, which lay deep within humanity. It disgusted her. 

Oh, not the deaths nor the brutality, of course. It was that they possessed no finesse. Death was beautiful when handled in the correct manner. There would be countless beautiful deaths to come, if she was to save the Spectrum from itself. Death and life were both a part of existence after all.

A dog growled and then yelped as she entered through the long dark stone corridor and into the main house. She crossed the granite floor to a wide stone hearth. A grey warghound lay on the white fleece, throat cut. Berg moved away. It thrashed as it bled out into the fibres, turning the fleece ruby. The fire was low. Embers glowed beneath lumps of charred timber. 

Berg shouldn’t have killed the hound. Kneeling, she laid a hand on the beast as the last of its life fled. She found such creatures magnificent. Its death did not serve her needs. No finesse. Canaan, for example, would see the use of such creatures, but not their beauty. Instinctual and savage, and capable of the most enduring loyalty, they were far more beautiful than humans.

An old man was sitting at a cedar-wood table, a two-wick lamp at his elbow. The light in the room was dim, magnifying her own luminescence. Ancient bones rattled against the fragrant wood. Berg and Altus stood to either side. Liviana rose, and dismissed them with a look.

‘You’re the last of your name, Eadricus.’

The old man spat, but his hands shook harder. He stared at the glowing sigil beneath her ethereal cloak. Though shrouded in light, part of her clothing was visible. A closed circle of solid silver spheres, the foremost and largest was tinged blue, encircled with thorns. It replaced the white wings that had been the Todralan imperial sigil.

‘Your brothers, Eadan and Markus, are dead. Your sons, Augustus and Ethon, and your daughter too. Do you know why?’

‘What unholy hell belched you forth?’

‘Let’s make this quick, shall we?’

Eadricus tried to stand, but his legs gave way. ‘I’m a member of the imperial conclave and a paladin of the Imperial Church. You have no right to do this.’

‘Cooperate and you might receive a quick and merciful death, hmm? Yes, I think that would be best, don’t you?’

The conclavist’s face paled a little, but he kept his courage. ‘A pact with the Grim is a pact with death. I serve the Holy Church and the Icarthian Imperium. I will make no deals with hell, not even for my life. The Seraphim of Grace above protect me from evil.’

Liviana stepped closer, allowing him time to see it coming. Finesse. ‘I am not the Grim. He’s a myth, like your primitive concept of hell. I, however, am real. Several nights ago, your family harboured a woman. She arrived here to this house in the evening. She was gone by morning. They were moving her from house to house. Your sons and siblings knew nothing more. I made certain of it. Who has her now?’

‘We don’t like visitors, never have.’

‘Oh, Todralan was here.’

‘She is your imperatrix.’ 

‘Why, has there been a vote in conclave, then?’ She would teach him who his imperatrix was.

‘She’s a Todralan, and no vote will change that. Hasn’t it always been enough for nigh a thousand years?’

‘Times change, traditions die. Please try to keep up, Eadricus.’

‘Markus Olen was a tyrant,’ the paladin said, voice shaking, ‘but we knew him. We knew his daughter, a strong girl with a good heart. How we prayed to the Spectrum above he would die so she might rule.’ Eadricus barked a nervous laugh. ‘I think the Seraphim have a twisted sense of humour.’

‘You speak of them as though you knew or even understood them. You know nothing. Give me a name.’ She reached out to touch both sides of the old man’s head. Her hands elongated as tongues of flame pierced her fingertips. She felt pain, but that was nothing beside the rush of power. Finesse.

A stench of urine rose from beneath the table. It ruined that wondrous scent of cedar. ‘Never,’ shouted Eadricus, body in spasm. ‘You’ll get ... your reward ... Avitus. Yes, I know you. I ... promise you—’ 

The flaming growths pierced the conclavist’s head, and brain. His skin bubbled. There was no scream, no pleading, and no final exhalation of breath. Eadricus Brutus fell forwards. His charred head bounced off the table with a satisfying thump.

Liviana stepped outside, feeling irritated. She should not have given into her anger, but the old man’s defiance enraged her. Now, she had no more leads. Cloud obscured the moon as she descended the steps to the courtyard.

‘Three conclavist families remain,’ she snapped at her soldiers. Those that had not managed to escape the city at least. ‘Find them. Leave no one alive when you’re done.’

Liviana felt the power ebb away as she let go of her angelic soul. The human form was weak. Holding on to such power for too long could incinerate her. As it was, she felt the pain of burning throughout her insides, her smooth pale skin reddened as though sunburned. Such limitations were maddening. Cold replaced hot vigour. 

‘Where are you?’ Liviana whispered, and then froze where she stood. A sensation touched her soul, heavy and lingering. They were not pleased. Worse, they wanted her to know it.

The feeling passed and she breathed out with a heavy sigh. She had to find that wretch soon. Then there was the other matter. The fool had better have succeeded, or she would make him howl in the black flames of Oblivion. She gestured to a thrael, Altus. She would send him west, to make certain Pen Luthus did not fail.

A thought occurred to her regarding her first problem. She wondered if it was possible. 

Yes, time perhaps, for a new approach.

Finesse.
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Dream Touching

AIYANA TODRALAN PACED a corridor lined with marble columns. She felt irritated, searching for something but uncertain what. 

At the end of the corridor, doors opened. Sighing with relief, she marched towards them. As she entered, her gaze touched a tall cut of rectangular red-veined marble in the centre of the chamber. An object rested on top, beneath a cloth of amethyst silk.

Is this what I’m looking for? she thought.

Two children stood on either side of the marble plinth, faces and bodies grey, more mist than substance. They stared ahead as though unseeing. Bordered with pillars, the space was windowless, its extremities lost in shadows. Placed thoughtlessly were bronze fire bowls on slender stands, but they gave off little light. Off to one side, twin arched mirrors of polished silver rose from floor to ceiling, giving the impression of another room beyond. She’d never seen mirrors that flawless and clear, nor as tall.  

Closer was a table of obsidian with a golden pitcher at its centre. She stepped towards the table. Several wine glasses stood empty. 

Her eyes widened when she spotted a shadow within the gloom, watching. The shrouded figure emerged, straightening. The flames on their stands shivered.

‘Hello, dear,’ the tall figure said.

Aiyana took a step backwards. A glass shattered on the floor. She’d forgotten the table was there. Glancing at it, she noticed the glass was back on the table, unbroken. ‘What is this?’

Liviana Avitus lowered her hood. Aiyana recognised her though she appeared a much older woman. Both eyes were missing, but the vacant sockets stared at her as though she could see. One eye flickered into being, before vanishing. There was a hint of vast ghostly wings surrounding her.

‘Yes, it is a surprise to find you here,’ said Liviana. ‘I suspected dream touching was among your talents. You see, I know more about you than you think. You could prove useful to me. There is no more need for this bickering.’

‘What is happening?’

‘Oblivion, as it will happen to all.’

‘Am I dreaming?’

‘You are intruding.’ She laid a mottled hand on Aiyana’s shoulder. With little pressure, she made her sit on a chair she didn’t recall being there. There’d been a table with wine glasses, but those were gone.

‘How are you doing this?’

The haggard witch laughed. ‘I have been looking for you, Todralan, hidden under my nose all those years. Yes, clever of you to hide what you are. I never expected you to come to me.’

She knows. ‘I’m touching your dreams, aren’t I?’ Dream touching was her secret. None knew of it, even Threadfin. None, but her Darken. How had this witch known? Where was she getting all her information from? Okay, I’m asleep. Must wake up.

‘Your Darken is good. She kept one step ahead of me all this time. You must be proud.’

She doesn’t know who it is, thought Aiyana, which means she doesn’t know everything yet. ‘The imperium isn’t yours to rule. No matter if you kill me, you will never succeed in holding on to power. I’ll drag you screaming over hot coals, you black hearted shrew!’

‘Oh, my dear, I’ve no intention of ruling. At least, not just this shabby dominion of yours. If you must dream, dream big, and then make it a reality. Otherwise, what’s the point? You haven’t a clue do you. This is all much bigger than any one throne.’

The grey children hovered behind as though afraid. Aiyana shivered beneath the gaze of Liviana, who was now blind and much older, but then, it was just a dream. She can’t hurt me here. She doesn’t know where I am. She’s just trying to find out. Keep your nerve. A better plan would be waking up. Why couldn’t she? 

The room shifted and Liviana vanished. Stone ground on stone, the doorway melding into unyielding wall as another door emerged. The building groaned as it twisted inward, a monster stirring from sleep. Children with skin like grey scales darted between the moving pillars, fading into scaled winged creatures with spiked tails.

Taking a deep breath, she moved deeper into the hall. It appeared endless. Close to a pillar, she raised a hand and touched the stone. The surface flaked. The pillar moaned and she stepped back. The charred flakes weren’t stone but skin. She avoided looking at the floor, which trembled with life. It attempted to grasp her ankles. This feels too real, she thought. This isn’t any normal dream. Wake up you fool woman.

The groans of the building took on a voice, a chorus of pain. 

‘Where are you, Avitus? Do you think you can scare me with your tricks? What is it you’re trying to achieve?’

‘Another comes to join us now,’ answered the woman’s voice from everywhere at once. ‘He is far more deadly than I. Perhaps you can hide from me, but you will not from him. I can protect you, for the right price. After all, he comes at my bidding.’

Aiyana took a deep breath, shutting her eyes. I am the princess, the rightful heir, and this is a dream. I do not fear my dreams. I will wake.

She didn’t, though. 

The light dimmed. No more than a span to her left or right was now visible. She moved further into the hall, each step muffled, until she arrived at a door. 

The young ones in their creature form were clawing at her robes. They were pulling at her, attempting to drag her back. They whispered incessantly, and though it should’ve been unintelligible, she understood. She realised with a start who they were. They were not happy. They were terrified, and she couldn’t blame them, no more than she could escape. Some of them weren’t so young, but hulking creatures looming behind her.

She spotted a large door made of oak, banded with iron and sturdy. There was a heavy iron lock. To her surprise, in her hand was the key. 

A man’s voice spoke, which sounded like her brother, ‘Aiy, let me in. I can protect you. Let me in. I know you’re in there. Quickly, before it’s too late.’

She heard the lie in that voice. A part of her wished to open the door. She knew instinctively that if she obeyed, Liviana would have control of her mind, would see where she was in the real world. Perhaps she might even force Aiyana to come to her, like a mindless zombie she once read of. She threw the key away, and it vanished before touching the floor.

‘Leave me alone, usurper,’ she shouted. ‘I won’t listen.’

‘You are mine,’ snarled Liviana from the ether. Her voice sounded disembodied, a neutral quality to it, and then came Threadfin’s voice through the door. ‘Aiy, you must let me in, before it’s too late. She’s going to kill me. Aiy, help! You promised you would always protect me.’

Aiyana heard someone hammering at the door. She’d touched Liviana’s dreams by accident, and although Liviana had trapped her, she wouldn’t give in. Still, her brother’s pleas tugged at her.

The children scratched her skin, fiercer in their protestations. Feeling something behind her, she whirled. From the shadows emerged a cumbersome shape. The children, including the larger ones, scattered at its approach, tails whipping in fear.

‘It’s too late for you, now,’ shouted Liviana with a laugh. ‘He is aware of you. I offered you a chance. You should have taken it.’

‘Who are you talking about?’

‘Gog of Magog comes for you. If you will not surrender to me, I will have him raze your cities to the ground. Whatever it takes, I will have you.’

Aiyana fought for escape, to wake up, anything. Then, she felt the walls and floor shift.
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CATHYA REMOVED THE layer of silk. On the plinth sat an orb. At first, it appeared unremarkable, but as Aiyana stared into its depths, it came alive. First came a swirling blue and white stroked by colourful lightning that settled quickly. Then she saw landmasses, separated by vast leagues of oceans. Her breath caught. She was looking upon this world from high above. She saw Adalalcas and Eladaldor, the Aidaril Islands far to the east. Below them was Tage and Nynt and further east, Vegoia and Keen. Far to the north lay the cold wastes of Zalanthya. ‘What is this?’

Her red-haired Darken smiled. ‘Why do you hide who you are. Are you afraid of what they think?’

‘Why are you showing me this?’

‘There is not much time,’ said Cathya with a mischievous smile. ‘I’ve managed to lock her out for now, but she will return.’

Oh, how I love her. Aiyana swallowed hard. ‘This isn’t just a dream is it?’

Cathya shook her head. ‘Liviana thinks me a fool, but it’s not her I’m worried about. Gog is coming. Aiy, the city is in great danger. We must save the people. We must get them out. Quick, there is a door. We should leave together.’

‘Wait,’ said Aiyana. ‘What did you call me?’

‘Quickly, we haven’t time for this.’

‘Cathya always calls me, Yana, nothing else, but then you wouldn’t know that would you, Liviana? You’re nothing but a pretender, a strumpet for powerful men. You have no real power, just that which you steal. Let me go, thief.’ Her heart sank as she realised that Liviana did know who her Darken was. How had she found out?

‘It’s too late, my dear,’ said the withered old woman who took Cathya’s place. ‘Look, look,’ she then said pointing a stunted finger at the orb.

Aiyana looked within and recoiled. Tens of thousands of giants ravaged through a city’s streets, slaughtering. It’s not real, you idiot, she thought, not yet, anyhow. Liviana wasn’t just a woman wanting power. There was much more at stake here, though she couldn’t begin to guess what.

Once more, the crone vanished. 

Aiyana held the Shathra Stone in her hands. She knew it wasn’t real, just a projection of it within the dream. The children in grey reappeared, and stood close by, whispering. A handful kept the form of beasts with long tails and wings. They darted by, on the edge of sight. She couldn’t make sense of their noise this time, which told her how distressed they were. 

Looking into the Stone once more, she found it empty. She’d hoped to see more, to learn where this Gog was. I must focus. If Liviana took control of her mind, well, that didn’t bear thinking about. On the other hand, now she knew the woman had the Shathra Stone. 

‘Look to your left,’ said Liviana’s voice from the air, silky soft and dripping venom.

Aiyana did. There were twin mirrors, which gave the impression of another room, and it seemed that one could step through. She stared at her reflection as it shivered from her familiar image in the colourful robes of her office, to a withered corpse, before it became Liviana. The other woman didn’t look pleased. Her appearance now was as she had been in the conclave, robed in gold and silver.

‘You’re hiding from me,’ the reflection snapped, ‘like you’ve always hidden, coward. I will find you.’ 

It was then Aiyana noticed that while she held the Stone in her hand, in the mirror, Liviana held nothing. She gripped it tighter. I have the control here, not her. Strange since it was Liviana’s dream, but then a thought occurred. This isn’t Liviana’s dream at all. It’s mine. 

The reflection shimmered and Liviana blurred. The beast, which replaced her, was overlarge with vast wings folded over shining armour. It had long thick arms. Its head was horned, jaws filled with jagged teeth. The most eccentric of minds couldn’t have envisaged such a monster. 

If Nephilim have nightmares, thought Aiyana, then this is what they dream of. There was no doubt this was Gog, or at least a version of him in the dream.

The beast moved towards her as though the mirrors were no obstacle. It being a dream, they probably weren’t. The wings unfurled. They fanned outward to an impossible span, well beyond the borders of both mirrors.

The glass shattered into millions of silver shards. Aiyana reeled away, eyes shut. She thought of another place and found herself alone in a corridor. In truth, it was a different part of her mind. She stared at her hands. The Stone had vanished. 

Black shapes brushed by her. The young ones cried out as they multiplied through her mind, merging with the voices of those much older and wiser. Their lost souls urged her to flee, before it was too late. 

She tried to think of another place, this time in the real world.

Wake up. Oh, a grolg’s piss on it anyway, woman.

The corridor spun and her vision blurred. The walls, ceiling and colonnade merged, all entwining into a coil of indistinct detail, and darkness. 
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Yellow Spot and Black Rot

WITHIN HER GURD, the old woman tended to Podral Pole. He lay on a bedding of moss over an earthen floor. Threadfin sat close by, watching. The healer’s gurd was made of wood, dried mud and twigs, and a dung fire burned in the centre below a smoke hole, emitting a sweet odour, which mingled with the lesser smells of fish oil and citrus spice. Threadfin preferred open space, or at least the fetid stink of a city’s streets. He found the hut confining, his own mysterious sickness gnawing at him.

Pole was unconscious, though he mumbled at times. Two clay lamps on a wooden chest, each with three wicks, smoked and sputtered along with several tallow candles on the floor. 

‘You know that’s a poison you’re using, right?’ Threadfin said at one point. ‘I mean, just saying, since you’re supposed to not kill him.’ 

Before him on a wooden plate were pieces of half-chewed crusty bread and the remains of a roasted pigeon. He’d watched her eat not an hour earlier, spitting out thin bones, wiping greasy fingers on her rags. She’d refused to answer his questions, forcing him to wait, while Pole sweated and groaned. Her name was Shakti. That much he got out of her at least. When she moved, she did it with speed, though more battered and wrinkled than a wintered apple.

Shakti sat on a low three-legged stool. Her shrunken head bent, she crushed yellow blotched leaves and reddish orange berries with a stone pestle and mortar. ‘The barbs are poisonous, yes, yes, but the leaves drive out poison. You know nothing. You shouldn’t talk, no, no.’

‘Are you sure?’ When he was ten, a paytor had instructed him in the various poisons. There was always the risk of assassination. Odd, that a man of the Church was an expert in such things. His pasty complexion had suggested he’d experimented with his own concoctions on occasion, but he’d taught Threadfin about antidotes. Ewsannec rebels were too ignorant and crude in their methods, but Paldanar terrorists and Aidari fanatics were another matter. Not to mention the cult of Zorast, a centuries-old enemy of the Church. They had assassinated three paladins in history.

Knowledge of such things was essential. What Threadfin remembered was that yellow spot was lethal, the plant found near marshland. Apothecaries extracted the poison, yellow bliss, from it. The paytor had told him there was no antidote, a favourite of assassins.

Shakti lifted her head to scowl, and then resumed her work. A bitter odour rose from the mortar, adding to the symphony of smells. She tossed several leaves onto the coals.

‘Will he live?’ 

‘Yes, yes, live, yes.’ 

When she went outside, Threadfin moved closer to Pole. He felt restless. He didn’t want to remain there, but neither did he want to abandon the man. Felps was hunting him, not to mention a Valtari lunatic with fire for blood. 

The healer returned clutching odd plants in her knotted hands. ‘Step back,’ she spat, leaning over her patient. ‘Are you deaf or an imbecile? Back, back, yes, yes.’

She forced shreds of dark blue leaves into Pole’s mouth. 

‘Hey,’ Threadfin cried, ‘that’s black rot you’re stuffing into him. Do you even know what you’re doing?’ It was possible she was insane. ‘Are you even registered?’ Rogue healers fell through the cracks all the time.

Shakti hissed. ‘What do the dead know of healing, eh?’

‘Why do people keep saying that? I’m half dead. Is that so difficult for you hell-accursed pulsers to grasp?’ She knew he was Plagueborn but was unafraid. 

‘Quarter dead, half dead, full dead, undead, yes, dead is dead, yes, yes.’ Closing Podral’s jaw, she forced him to swallow. He struggled, spluttering, and choking. Water followed from a wooden bowl. Most of it spilled down his neck, across his chest.

She’s trying to kill him, thought Threadfin, and it was his fault for bringing him there. Not that he cared. Pole was a breather. It was just that he might need help getting to Icarthya. That was all. Of course, it was.

Armour, cloak, and weapons lay heaped in a corner. The healer had cut a hole through the tunics, and removed old bloodied bandages to expose, in Pole’s left side, a narrow gash. The wound appeared discoloured about the edges, and aflame. 

Threadfin had visited the medicary, a low wide building close to the River Sulk in Icarthya. He’d seen the amputees, heard the moans and ravings of men doped with opium or scopolamine. What he noticed about Podral’s wound was that it was unnatural. Fiery webs radiated outwards from its edges and they appeared to be spreading. He thought of the shining dagger that Pen Luthus had held, and shuddered.

‘Do you know,’ he asked in a quiet voice, ‘what caused his wound? What type of weapon it was?’

‘Poison, it tries to run deep, but this man is protected, yes, yes. Lasted longer than he should, oh yes, yes. No ordinary guardian you have, dead one. The soul shard is vicious, carried only by them, but this time it hasn’t taken hold, not yet, not yet.’

‘Carried by who?’ Threadfin pressed, but she ignored any further conversation. What, in the pit of Grim’s unholy bowels, was a soul shard? Threadfin wondered why Pen Luthus hadn’t stabbed him, why he’d waited. The ritual, yes that was why, but what was it for? What did they want from him?

The healer claimed to use those leaves to drive out poison. A soul shard suggested the blade contained a soul, but what sort of one? Then a terrifying thought occurred to him. Perhaps it hadn’t contained a soul, but was meant to take one. It would explain the ritual. The bastards want my soul, or what there was of it.

The healer chewed more leaves into pulp, and stuffed the wound. Aside from the discoloration and flamed webbing, there was no blood, though it looked bad. Maybe she knew what she was doing. Time would tell.

‘Aeysth al Creek,’ she chanted. ‘Adal, Nageyiy al cas yisdar.’

‘Will he be alright?’

‘Aeysth al Diron. Adal, Nageyiy al cas yisdar lorum ... eh, what? Oh, we’ll have to sit and wait, sit, sit.’

He sat. It was the one space not cluttered with leaves and herbs or candles. He possessed little knowledge of such rogue healers. The Church’s paytors mistrusted them.

‘Ancient hags,’ he’d heard old Paytor Deel say of them, ‘ingrates who know little of healing, plenty of suffering. A wise man stays clear of them unless in dire need.’ 

Shakti rattled on in her strange tongue, as she sat opposite, then her words trailed off. She placed her knotted face close to his. Her breath smelled of old fish and garlic. ‘What were you doing out there, eh, eh? Shakti is no fool. Shouldn’t you be in the palace? Exile, yes, yes. What were you doing out there?’

Threadfin felt unnerved being this close to her. ‘You never mentioned how you found us.’

She sniffed. ‘The dead always stink. What was he doing with you?’ She gestured towards her patient. ‘He’s no ordinary man, this one.’ 

‘What do you mean?’

‘Warded he is, yes, yes, but why’s he with you? Are the dead returning to rule the living?’ She cackled and clapped her bony hands. ‘Now, that would be a fine thing, yes, yes.’

‘I told you, I’m half dead, half.’ Perhaps she’d been to Icarthya but she seemed, to be blunt, nuts. Wrapped in a filthy cloak, he shouldn’t have been recognisable. He’d never ventured far from Icarthya, since he was a boy. It’s my face, he thought. Who hadn’t heard of the sickly son and his deformities, but no, that wasn’t it. This woman had seen his kind before, but when? Tezcat had been the only other viral he’d known of.

She gripped his wrist in a vice of bone. Her strength and speed shocked him, or was it just his own recent onset of weakness? ‘Let go of me,’ he blurted.

‘You were not alone out there.’ She was looking at him, anger in her ancient face. ‘You are not alone in here.’ 

As he thought, off her wrinkled nut. ‘I’m warning you, let go.’ He would hurt her, he would. I’ll do what I need to. Although a viral with meagre powers, and a thief, Threadfin had avoided harming others. He’d lived a non-violent life and was proud of it, though most breathers didn’t deserve the courtesy.

‘It was many years ago’, she intoned, expression blank. ‘Ah, Arla, the silly old crow. I was the younger one, and she knew more, but not enough, eh? Your father was the bigger fool in the end. He let you live. A black birth it was, but you live. The dead live, hah! Shakti knows everything, oh, yes, yes, but perhaps a fool’s choice will save us all. Twice, not once, but once was all.’

The story of the black birth had spread throughout the city, despite his father’s efforts. Did the entire world know of his vile beginnings? No, the exemplars would’ve descended upon him long ago. How did this woman know anything?

The Icarthian people, guided by the Church, revered the Holy Spectrum. The catechism contained in the White Daemoni, a dreary ancient text, taught that angels were goodness and light. A man casts a shadow, and thus has an evil soul. Therefore, the product of such a birth had to be a product of the Grimstyx – or Hell, as it was more commonly known as – and its master the Grim, a prominent evil character in the Daemoni.

Shakti let go of his wrist and gripped his face. Threadfin said nothing, with effort, as she wrenched his head from side to side, examining him as though he were a chunk of meat. She licked her lips. ‘You should be full dead,’ she said with a dismissive jerk of his head. ‘Much better if you were in the grave, and not up here with the rest of us, yes, yes.’ 

‘What do you know, witch?’ 

‘Shakti knows. Oh, yes. Poor old Shakti knows, but foolish Arla didn’t. You were a babe in arms then. Shadows watched over you. They marked you from the first. They hid you from all but those who could see. Shakti sees, yes, yes. Look at your hands. Open your eyes, dead one. Sight is blind and blindness is sight.’

Threadfin examined them in the sputtering light. For a moment, he saw through them, as though they’d faded. He pressed them together, making sure they were solid. Perhaps he’d imagined it. Yes, the old witch was putting ideas in his head. 

‘You have too much to learn, dead one, but no time to learn it, no, no.’ Shakti turned back to her patient, prodding the skin around the poultice. ‘You need to learn, and quick.’

The witch fussed over her charge, bandaging the wound. She sat back on her haunches with a satisfied look. ‘Black rot will dissolve the poison in his blood, oh yes, yes, but that in his soul is for him alone. The poultice will heal the flesh, yes, yes. Not to remove that bandage, no, no.’  

With a bony finger, she prodded the edges of the wound several times. Felps groaned, and she gave a satisfied grunt. 

Who is he? Threadfin wondered. No ordinary common thief it appeared. She’d said he was warded, which meant magic.

Shakti moved to a cot in the corner. After wrapping herself in a blanket, she fell asleep. Her eyes remained half open, staring at him, and for a long time he didn’t look in her direction. She snored louder than a grolg with a head cold. He felt that gaze on him, condemning him for reasons he didn’t understand.

When he awoke, it was with a start. He didn’t remember falling asleep, didn’t know how long he’d been out. Virals slept a couple of hours a night, no more, some nights not at all.

Outside, a screech sounded in the forest. It was long and inhuman. It seared him to the bone. 
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THE FIRE IN THE GURD had burned low. Shakti scooped up and scattered the ashes. ‘Al Diron, hand and ear. Nibor, nibor. Nageyiy, hand and sight, my dear, oh my dear.’ She stared at Threadfin. ‘What did you bring with you, dead one? You bring death, oh, yes, yes, but what else?’

‘What are you doing, you daft hag?’ Threadfin snapped. ‘That mumbo jumbo isn’t going to help.’ The screech had animated the old healer into a strange ritualised act. Shakti sprinkled ash over Pole and herself. She stared at Threadfin across the dim interior. He received none. 

‘What was that sound?’ He was certain she knew more than she let on.

She fussed over her patient, who moaned and twitched as she mopped his brow. ‘A hag, am I? I knew they’d come. Summoned to the palace, Arla was. “No choice,” she said. “Fool imperialists don’t know how to handle such a birth,” she said. Now they are here. We’re dead because of you.’ That last sounded more like a statement of fact, rather than an accusation. 

‘What are you talking about?’ His father would never have summoned a pagan healer to the palatium. 

‘The Fallen Ones, yes, yes, they’ve come. They don’t know I know, but I know, yes, yes.’ She continued speaking to herself. ‘A dead birth, it was. I’m too old for this, too old. A hundred and eight and he asks me what I’m talking about. How dare he ask. In my dreams, oh, my terrible dreams. A hag, am I? Yes, I am, yes, yes. But what is he?’ She glared at Threadfin with that last. 

A wail shook the gurd, sending Shakti to her knees with a cry. Pole opened his eyes, and looked up at him. 

‘We need to get out of here,’ Threadfin said, gripping the man’s hand. He was delighted to see him conscious. The woman had mentioned the, ‘Fallen Ones’. He’d never heard of them, but they didn’t sound the cheerful sort. He fiddled with the silver crucifix, the dull metal cold against his flaking skin.

He received a weak smile. ‘Not sure I’m able, lad,’ whispered Podral. ‘Got you this far. Others will see you the rest of the way.’

I’ll leave him. Let him die here with the crone. He felt the urgency growing within him.

As though reading his mind, Podral said, ‘Go without me. Get out of here.’ He struggled to sit up, but fell back with a groan. 

The wail sounded right outside. He cursed both of them with equal passion. He’d left it too late. The door was of thick wood with bronze hinges, a wide crossbar. It looked sturdy. Threadfin wasn’t so sure. 

‘Keep them out,’ screamed Shakti. ‘Aeysth al Diron. Linuncia, dear goddess of light and life, save me. Fakir, god of fate and fortune, watch over me. Adal, god of fire, burn your enemies in eternal flame. Manic and Mania, gods of chaos, remember your servant. Al Diron, deliver me.’

Setting the oil lamps aside, Threadfin manoeuvred the wooden chest. He shoved it against the door, placing the armour and other items on top. More screeches erupted. Nightmarish, like thousands of babies scalded at once. 

Whatever was out there, he’d keep it out. He added his own weight to the blockade. ‘Hell’s Teeth, what’s after me? Who are these, Fallen Ones?’

The fire died to glowing embers, lamps and candles sputtering out. The air turned frigid. He didn’t suffer from cold like breathers, but he could feel the temperature change. The door rattled, as though a storm brewed outside. 

Whoever they are, what did I ever do to piss them off? 

Another screech shook the gurd. The wooden door split asunder, and Threadfin fell back. A silhouette stood in the shattered portal. ‘Give me your hand.’ The voice sounded disembodied, female, the thick accent of southern Adalalcas, possibly Hatavan. The forest beyond was aflame. Burnt winds from Keel carried screams and smoke. The figure kicked at the flimsy blockade, and extended an arm. ‘Your hand.’

‘Who are you?’ He couldn’t make out the face. The gurd vibrated, hard mud cracking and flaking. 

A gurgling cry caused Threadfin to whirl. Shakti floated upward. Coils of flame entwined her arms and legs, illuminating the interior. They seeped from the mud walls in the form of grasping hands, which appeared human in form. 

The healer’s face contorted into a scream, but there was no sound. It turned colder, which was odd considering the flames. The dirt walls blurred, then extended backwards as though made of molten tar. They stretched into the distance forming a fiery spiral. With them went the healer. Her face remaining, her body extended out thinner behind her. The vortex was devouring her, but in slow motion as though pulled out of time.

‘You must come with me,’ said the Hatavan voice.

Threadfin heard, but instead looked at Podral where he lay motionless on the floor, below the healer. He scrambled over to him, grabbed an ankle, and dragged him towards the doorway. He grumbled about all that muscle and fat on breathers, which made them awkward for lugging about.

What am I doing? he thought. I’m an idiot. Father always said I was an idiot. He swore as he dragged the barely conscious man. ‘Help me,’ he yelled at the figure in the doorway. A weakness seeped into him. Instinct told him it was his illness. It couldn’t have had worse timing.

Something grabbed hold of him.

As his feet lifted off the floor, the stranger kicked over the patchwork barricade, grabbed Pole, and dragged him outside. Threadfin was powerless to cry out or do anything. His body stretched out behind him in a spiral of flame. He couldn’t see it, but felt it as a numbness that spread upwards from his feet.

The woman returned with a dagger in hand. The iron reflected the ruddy gold of flames. Threadfin’s vision turned skewed as the scene became warped and dislocated. He saw double as a second woman stood below. There was a third, a fourth and they began to meld. Reflections in those iron blades beckoned to him. He was losing consciousness.

A voice sounded in his head. Fight, Threadfin, it whispered. Fight back! He thought it made a lot of sense, and he fought, becoming angry as he did. They’d ridiculed him for being different, spat at him, ignored his existence. They had shoved him aside, worthless, a dead thing. They’d murdered all of his kind. They’d murdered Tezcat, and now he was the last. 

He struggled and felt a little give. He swore, anger turning to rage. They’d laughed at him, dismissed him as nothing. They killed little Cat. The rage reached a climax. He reached out to those iron blades, those other worlds within. The floor beneath began to split. He willed it to open and devour the fiery tentacles holding him. Wisps of ash rose from his arms and hands, his face. 

‘Let me go,’ he shouted. The dark fibres formed into a shadowy aura that held his shape. It seeped from his shoulders down his arms to entwine his fingers. Pain lanced through his body.

Then, he was falling.

Moments later, he spewed onto the dirt a black ichor, which passed for vomit for the undead. Fissures crisscrossed the hard earth. A lone figure stood between him and the darkness, holding an iron blade. Cold he’d never known before coursed through him. Shadow wrapped his body from chin to toe, like a living cloak, protective.

Shakti remained within the grasping weave of flame, though there was little left of her. The stranger made no effort to help the healer. Instead, she tried to grab Threadfin, but then halted, taking a few steps back as though wary.

His shadow aided him, energising his body, and he crawled out through the door. Outside, flames licked the sky over Keel and much closer within the forest. 

A wind filled the gurd. Rolling over, he glimpsed Shakti through the doorway as the blaze ripped her face from sight. He got to his feet and stumbled away. In the light of the forest flames, he noted several people surrounded the gurd. Two dead bodies lay close by. He recognised the face of Ludwole Felps, his throat cut. At the exact spot where, whatever it was, had broken through the wall, lay the female exemplar he’d seen in Lame. Her legs kicked as she bled out. Face plastered with golden hair, her body looked a riven mess. Perhaps, Felps had been standing guard while she’d attacked, or whatever it was she’d done. For a moment there, he’d thought he had freed himself, but of course not.

The Hatavan woman, who’d entered the gurd, shouted at others. Against the backdrop of flame, she was a blotch as she stalked towards Threadfin. 

She dragged him to his feet. ‘We have to go.’

Threadfin resisted, fighting clear of her. He felt belligerent and confused. ‘What was that? Who were those people? What do they want from me?’

‘There is no time.’ She grabbed his arm again, and this time her grip was stronger. Against the backdrop of flame, she was hard to see. ‘You must listen to me.’

‘The Grim piss on you,’ Threadfin snarled. ‘Who are you? What is going on?’

She let go of him and paused for a moment before answering. ‘They are called thraels, sent by one far more dangerous. We are here to help you. The one that hunts you is not far behind. I’ve sent others to run interference, but you must come with us, now.’

No, he did not want to encounter Pen Luthus again, at least, not until he found a way to kill him. He owed him that, for Cat.

‘Listen to her, lad,’ said Podral, who was on his knees. He tried to stand but fell over. A man and a woman were at his side, aiding him.

Flame now lit the woman’s face as the fires spread. She had dark skin, her hair long and black, and face narrow. She wore a short sword on her left hip, sheathed in black leather.

‘What do you want?’ he demanded. It was her skin. It reminded him too much of Pen Luthus and she did carry a dagger. Well fine, it was a sword, but still. A viral needed to be extra careful these days.

‘I am called, Scatter,’ she announced, stepping closer. She placed both hands together interlocking her fingers, and made a curt bow. ‘We have been searching for you, Threadfin Todralan.’

‘I no longer use that name. It’s just Todder, these days. A good plain old borderland name. Nothing wrong with it.’

She smiled. Her teeth were white against her skin. It was then he realised he knew her face. She was the woman from his vision. ‘You will come with us.’ It was more command than invitation. 

Threadfin took a step back, wondering how or if, he could escape. He gave up on thoughts of running, once he noted several other armed individuals surrounding him. They’d found him once, twice if he counted Pole. So much for his abilities. He couldn’t get two leagues without the living tripping over him.

‘You misunderstand.’ She held out both hands in a placating gesture. ‘We live for one purpose.’ She gave him another smile, ‘To serve the viral mage.’

Oh, right, thought Threadfin as she led him away, the others close behind. This woman wasn’t all well in the skull either. ‘And who, is “we” exactly?’

‘We are Aidari.’

Oh, I see, captured by Aidari extremists, just to make things interesting. He had to find a way to escape.

He noticed Scatter remained wary of him, by the way she threw him sidelong glances. A shadowy power resided inside of him, and she knew it. He didn’t understand it. He wasn’t certain he wanted to. He did remember the first time he’d seen it though, like it was yesterday.
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Ribbons of Purpose

Year 911YC, twelve years earlier

ONE WORD HUNG in the air. Nephilim.

‘They’ve attacked the Gulley?’

The high exemplar shook his head. 

The imperator released a breath, as did everyone else on the wooden platform above the arena. Perhaps it was just another raid. The last of the executions had ended in the theatron below, the bodies removed.

‘Reports suggest thousands, my lord, several gulacs at least. A mix of clans. Riders arrived from Ossne and Odessa. Hundreds of long ships were sighted moving east and north up the coast, but the Seraphim above must love us, because the storms savaged them. Those that made land are too few to be a major threat.’

Markus Olen watched from his wooden throne as the plebeians exited the theatron, herded by spearmen, the day’s entertainment over. His distant gaze suggested he didn’t see them.

‘It means nothing,’ said a woman’s voice. ‘Minor raids as always, my lord. You know how inflated these reports are.’

Threadfin and Aiyana, both hidden from plebeian eyes beneath their traditional dalbas, sat to their father’s left. The imperator didn’t wear a dalba, but it was customary for his family to do so. It was essential for his son. 

Threadfin stared into the emptying arena, wondering what Liviana Avitus was playing at. Why did his father tolerate her? She wasn’t an advisor, since he didn’t take advice at the best of times. A sycophant was more accurate, one with an agenda.

He risked a glance at his father, who patted Liviana’s hand as though to soothe her. No, Threadfin didn’t like it at all. 

‘Recall our legions in the west,’ ordered the imperator. ‘The Ewsannec rebellion there will wait. I want half of the Second from the Gulley to march north.’ A mongrel scribe sat at his feet, a wax tablet in a wooden frame on its knees. It scribbled the orders with a silver stylus onto the yellow-brown wax. ‘We will not take chances. If there were that many sailing along our coast, then it was no raid. Destroyed by storms or not, we must not become complacent. More may come.’

‘My lord?’ the high exemplar said, challenge in his voice. His name was Canaan Pen Luthus, the first Valtari to climb the ranks. ‘Half of the Second may prove too much. The Calamiri are not above taking advantage, no more than any other of Eladaldor’s kingdoms. Their spies infiltrate north of the Gulley. Worse, we do not know that since their failure by sea, the giants will not attempt to attack the wall.’ 

‘It has been two hundred years since they last tried that,’ said Markus Olen. ‘They paid dearly as I recall.’

In the south, beyond the Valtaran Desert and ancient Hatava, was the Gulley. Threadfin had never seen it, but he had read of it: a forty-foot limestone outer wall with a sixty-foot inner one, protected by large round towers and artillery, and a steep sloping glacis. There were deep fortified ditches located inside and outside the outer wall, which could be flooded if required. To that end, there was a broad aqueduct and a dammed lake. The walls protected a narrow gap of land thirty miles across, a wide valley between two mountain ranges. 

There was one gateway, heavily guarded, to allow trade. Inside the walls, a mud brick fort stood every three miles. Each hosted a cohort of four hundred and eighty men. It marked the southern edge of Adalalcas and imperial rule, and linked the northern continent to Eladaldor. 

Beyond was a hodgepodge of squabbling kingdoms and smaller empires, and the Nephilim. The only other routes north were via the Toldron Sea bordered by marshland in the west, or the Adalcis Ocean to the east. Icarthians had long believed the giants incapable of sea travel. The Gulley had received full attention, but over the last few decades, the Nephilim had begun to raid by sea after all.

‘Where’s Sarscha?’ Markus Olen bellowed.

‘The imperial marshal remains in Tystria,’ said Pen Luthus, no emotion in face or voice. ‘The Ewsannec rebels have dug into their mountain strongholds, but they continue to attack imperial posts. The last report I received said she was preparing to deploy sydarag units west. She has indicated to me the need to form a more permanent military presence there.’

‘I expected her return last month. She was to secure the grain supply and then hand over command to Marshal Begnar. A permanent presence? What is she playing at?’

Pen Luthus shrugged. ‘The situation there has become a little more complex, my lord. No more grain is arriving at the warehouses in Tystria. The rebels attack any of their own people who aid in the loading and transportation. They’ve also killed farmers and razed crops. They do not stand and fight. Time is needed to restore order.’

‘The Gulley will hold!’ Markus Olen snapped. ‘Regardless of how many survived the storms, they are already inside our borders. What good then is the wall? Half the number can still defend it. Have those leaving march under cover of night, until they’re far enough north.’ 

‘But, my lord,’ Pen Luthus began.

‘Those oversized shits must not be encouraged to march on the capital. Put extra watches along the coast, day and night. I have no doubt that more will come, whether this year or ten years hence. They will come. We must pray to the Spectrum above that the storms killed enough of them this time.’

‘What of Byrsa’s citizens?’ asked Pen Luthus. ‘If any did get through, they may attack that city. Merchants, any travellers on the road, would be in danger. Should we not secure that city first?’

‘We have plenty of plebs, man. They do tend to multiply quickly. Since we will have less grain from Ewsann, we will require fewer people now won’t we. See it done.’ 

Pen Luthus rose, before bowing low. He kept the concern from his face, but Threadfin could not. Thankfully, his cloak’s veil hid the fact. Nephilim within their borders could prove catastrophic. Markus Olen hadn’t replaced the legions bled by wars in the west and south. A battle against just a dozen of the monsters could be a disaster. 

His sister lifted her hand from beneath her magenta cloak, and gripped his. He was glad of her company, but as he glanced down, he saw darkness spread across their fingers. It formed like ribbons alive with purpose. Threadfin felt a chill, bone deep, though his kind didn’t feel cold.

The dark aura wove an intricate pattern across their hands, like an evil miasma.

Aiyana didn’t seem to notice at all.
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Kidnapped

Present Day

WHEN AIYANA’S WORLD bounced into focus, she knew things weren’t right. She attempted to stop the sickening motion by reaching out to steady herself. Her arms refused to move. Her legs proved as uncooperative. Perhaps she was in a wagon or a cart, though the why of it eluded her. After several minutes of confusion, she realised she was slung over a person’s shoulders. Her arms were draped across their back, loosely bound. She smelled sweat and oiled leather armour. She managed to raise her head, though it was difficult to see past her hair and hood.

She realised the person in question was Captain Turol of the Actaeon Guard, in a blue fish-stained cloak. The cloak smelled better than the man. His stench near unbearable, he carried her through narrow streets cluttered on either side by crumbling villas, battered shop fronts and brothels. 

They’ve kidnapped me, she thought, anger and disbelief battling for precedence. She heard another set of footsteps, lighter and further ahead. She strained to see. As Turol turned a corner, she caught a glimpse of her Darken, despite the darkness and everything being upside down. She wanted to speak, to curse them, but found her tongue uncooperative.

You and I are going to have a nice talk, Cath, once this lummox puts me down, and once she could string two words together. She’d only need two. There was a strong sour smoky taste in her mouth. She realised she was drooling. What had that sly cat poisoned her with? She didn’t fear for her safety, of course. It was to keep her safe that the misguided fools were doing this.

A while later, they stood outside the fractured façade of an old church. Well, Aiyana just hung upside, and waited. Cathya wore a faded dirty grey cloak and dark clothing. She was staring at the building’s wall, hands on hips. Its spires were broken, windows smashed. Stone statues sat within their external niches amid excrement smeared walls. The Imperial Church was the only religious power, its paladins equal in status to any conclavist. Five paladins were conclavists. Not to mention, they also acted as bankers. Everyone who mattered owed them money, including the Todralans. The ordinary Mucker seemed not to appreciate the moral authority of the Church, however. 

I wonder why that would be, Aiyana thought wryly. Theft might result in a public flogging. Vandalism of a church meant death. Of course, with a possible civil war looming, none cared.

They stood close to the low tenements of the stonemasons. The wooden scaffolds and workshops lay further off. The damaged limestone wall stood two hundred paces to the north. There were no sentries on the shattered battlements, the round towers abandoned.

‘She’s awake,’ said the clodhopper, shifting Aiyana a little as though feeling the strain. She hoped he was in agony. At least her mind had cleared.

‘I know,’ said Cathya who didn’t turn. She was kneeling, using a fire striker and flint to light a torch. There was a stench of sulphur as it burst into flame. ‘The dose I gave her was an estimate on height and weight ... and other variables. She shouldn’t be trouble for hours.’ She rose and turned, the torch blazing in her hand, and caught Aiyana’s furious gaze. ‘You will hate me for this. I know that. Once this is all done, I will accept whatever punishment you see fit, even death. I do this because I have to, because you’re too important.’ She turned back, surveying the building again before leading them around the side.

Cathya brought them into a dank alleyway, and they came to a small battered bronze door. ‘This place is a haven for opium addicts, but it looks quiet tonight. Careful as you go, Turol.’

‘It’s all right,’ Cathya then said, holding out her hand to touch Aiyana’s cheek. She would’ve bitten it, she was so angry, but instead she moved her head away. It was about all she could move. ‘It is my duty to keep you alive. I am trying to do right by you, by my vows to you.’

‘Yet,’ Aiyana slurred, working her mouth, moistening her lips as she regained control of her tongue, ‘you do wrong by my people.’ Grim-damn it anyway, she was drooling again.

‘Once you’re safe, where your enemies cannot find you, I will submit myself to your judgement.’

Oh, Cath, you sweet fool. Her dreams haunted her. Images of fire and death, and scaled winged creatures who were as children to her.

Cathya opened the door, the hinges squealing, and the captain carried Aiyana into darkness.
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Into the Sewer

AIYANA’S LEFT HAND touched a damp wall, her gold ring scraping against stone. Cathya was ahead, leading the way. The darkness tried to smother the light and despite the glow of the torch, she saw little. Whatever they’d drugged her with was wearing off. The stairwell descended into a deep blackness, as though they descended to meet the Grim. A clanking echo followed her beneath the church, though she had no idea what made the sound. Her Darken had secrets, it seemed. Yes, a long talk was overdue.

Wet stone and moss beneath her fingertips. Something slithered across her hand, and she withdrew it. As she felt the captain’s boots touch level ground, there was a sweet odour, mingled with damp, and she felt rather than saw an opening on either side. The sound of water echoed off the walls. I’m as helpless as a babe, she realised. What, if an enemy had drugged her? Then again, she would never have allowed an enemy that close. It was because she had trusted the woman. 

It galled, and that she still trusted her made it worse.

Perhaps, she has a point. The thought rankled worse again, and though she’d never admit it aloud, she couldn’t ignore it. Still, it felt as though she was escaping, saving her own skin. Then again, how could she stop a horde of Nephilim? If her sister returned with her legions, it might not prove enough. I can at least die with my people, she thought.

Through the winding sewers, they trudged for what felt like hours without stopping. Eventually, they halted for a rest and Turol eased her off his back. She leaned against the catacomb wall and slid into a crouch. Her legs and arms ached, each muscle in her body screaming, but at least feeling had returned.

Cathya mounted the torch on an old bronze bracket in the sewer wall, and then knelt, touching her shoulder. 

Aiyana was no longer angry. She should’ve seen it coming after all. Cathya had always taken Aiyana’s welfare to be above all else. The woman would’ve left a trail of bodies across the city if she’d thought it necessary. That she hadn’t tried to kill Liviana was a wonder. The woman was too well guarded she supposed.

‘I saw him,’ Aiyana said, her voice stronger, ‘in my dreams.’ Her Darken knew of her ability, though she decided not to mention Liviana’s involvement. ‘Gog of Magog, he’s coming.’

‘I suppose you should hear this from me,’ said Cathya. ‘There are those I have contact with, who are with your brother right now. They are getting him to safety.’

Aiyana froze, staring at her in disbelief. ‘Liviana, she’s brought Gog here for him, hasn’t she?’ Why else, move her brother. Maybe she’d always known, but terror gripped her heart when she thought of him. ‘What does Threadfin have to do with anything? He no longer has any claim to the throne. He’s not a threat.’

‘Liviana wants both of you, I guess. You will both be safe soon; I promise you that much.’

‘To what end?’

‘Your survival of course.’

‘There’s a connection between Liviana and the giants, though I can’t figure out what it is. Why would a Nephilim prince do her bidding?’ She thought she might know the answer. She’d been trying to find out more, before her father’s death.

Cathya nodded. ‘That is why it is imperative I get you to safety.’ There was an odd note in her tone, as though she wasn’t saying all she wanted to.

‘Running away like this, it isn’t the answer.’ She caught that slight flicker in her Darken’s eyes again. ‘Cath, what is happening?’

‘We need to keep moving,’ said Turol deeper into the tunnel. ‘It may not be long before they begin a search underground.’ He looked up at the vaulted brick ceiling as though expecting to hear boots thumping overhead.

Cathya nodded with impatience, before speaking to Aiyana again. ‘You cannot save these people. That power isn’t yours. If you go back up there and die among them, what will that achieve? She may not have found you, but that’s why she will bring a wrath of destruction. The Nephilim are her own private army now. We must get you away fast. She could use you to get to your brother. I do not intend to let her.’

Aiyana studied her. The other woman’s face was half in shadow. The captain’s torchlight silhouetted her, as it threw shadows across the brick walls of the tunnel. ‘Where is there to run to?’

‘Let’s be getting you up,’ grunted Turol, as he stalked back towards them. He grabbed hold of Aiyana, hauling her to her feet.

‘Take your paws off me, dung brain.’

Turol obeyed with a look of surprise, and hurt. Why should he feel hurt? They had abducted her. ‘It is my job to protect you,’ he sputtered. ‘We cannot afford to stop. If I must, I will carry you by force, but I would prefer if you cooperated.’

‘I dare you,’ Aiyana snapped. There was a knot of anger deep in her gut, like a lump of ice with sharp edges. She felt nauseated, unable to forget her dreams, as her enemies sought to break her mind. She feared to sleep, feared losing herself in that other world of dreams, or perhaps falling into a crack between. The horrid taste in her mouth wasn’t helping.

Cathya stepped between them. ‘Let her be. She needs rest. We all do.’

‘We can stop for five minutes longer, but no more. What good will rest do if they catch us?’

‘Without rest,’ Cathya countered, ‘we will not be able to keep going, and they will catch us anyway. You are strong, Turol, but even you cannot carry her on your back that far. We’ve a long way to go.’

‘Liviana knows about us now. She knows who we are.’

‘What does he mean?’ asked Aiyana.

Cathya glanced at her. ‘Nothing, it’s just a figure of speech.’ 

‘Five minutes,’ Turol growled, face turned to stone perhaps at the suggestion he couldn’t handle it. Men were proud and foolish at times, but soldiers were the worst. 

Aiyana nodded, sinking against the wall once more. ‘It will be enough. I can walk, I think. My legs feel funny, but they feel. No thanks to either of you by the way.’ So, she has secrets of her own then, and I thought we shared everything. She grimaced at the thought, feeling a pang of guilt. Well, perhaps not everything.

‘Right,’ said Cathya, who at least had the grace to look ashamed. ‘Well, sorry about that. But you wouldn’t listen to reason.’

I must get away from them, she thought. She knew that a doom was approaching her people, and that Liviana Avitus was its cause. No, she couldn’t stop the Nephilim, but Liviana herself was a different matter. 

She owed it to folks like Misla and Toads, her brother, her friends, but most of all she owed it to her people. She needed only the one opportunity, but it would have to wait until they were above ground. Perhaps, while they slept? She would need to be cooperative, or they might drug her again. Likely, they would follow her when she ran, but that couldn’t be helped. She was imperatrix in all but name, and she had a duty.

‘Time to get moving again,’ said Turol beside her and Aiyana jumped. Lost in thought she’d not noticed his approach. Was that five minutes? ‘A few hours and we will be well beyond the walls, and perhaps then you can sleep.’ 

‘Yes, of course,’ she said, as Cathya helped her to her feet. If she never slept again, it would be a boon. Leaning on her Darken for support, she hobbled on after the captain.

Lull them into thinking she was beaten, and then when the right moment came ... and, whatever came after that, well, she would figure it out.
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In the Footsteps of Giants

THE ONE NAMED Wither had trudged on ahead to scout. To Threadfin, he looked like a wraith with skin. Though it was dark and he couldn’t possibly see within the forest, Wither appeared to defy the night. The wraith, along with a quiet woman named Lorn, half dragged Podral Pole between them. There were others, who no doubt flanked their group and guarded the rear. They didn’t bother with torches, but not a one stumbled. These Aidari did seem to know what they were about, at least where sneaking was concerned. They would’ve made good thieves, he supposed. Of all the people to end up with, Aidari terrorists.

A lithe woman with short dark hair and creamy skin, Lorn appeared possessed of a cold strength. She seemed permanently angry, and managed a few glares in his direction too.

‘Where are you taking me?’ Threadfin asked.

‘We have mounts waiting for us beyond,’ Scatter answered. ‘Wither spotted you entering the forest and we split up on foot. It was luck that Podral found you in time.’

‘Ludwole Felps,’ whispered Threadfin, remembering the old soldier. He’d trusted him, sort of. Ironic, the man he’d loathed had turned out to be, well, an ally. It’s too soon to think of him as a friend. Threadfin wasn’t one who had friends, none apart from little Cat and she was gone. He forced that thought aside. Too painful. 

‘Felps was nothing,’ said Scatter, ‘just a slave. Those that put him there, however, are more dangerous.’

He could bear it no longer. ‘You said you serve virals? Not to be rude, but I find it hard to believe. You lot are known terrorists, plotting against my family for centuries. You committed attacks in the capital dozens of times.’

She offered him a patient smile, her white teeth bright against dark skin. Pole groaned and cried out as they forced him onward. Threadfin glanced behind. They were too far back and he couldn’t make out more than shapes even with his viralic sight. How did they manage it?

‘Why are you helping me?’ Hundreds of questions melted away to leave that one, and he believed it the most important. Help was open to interpretation as he saw it.

‘We have served your kind since near the beginning,’ she answered, saying, ‘your kind’, in a manner he wasn’t used to hearing, with respect. ‘Ours is a secret society, dedicated to preserving the existence of virals. Yes, we did attack targets in Icarthya, but your family was never one of them. We knew, someday, one greater than any before would come and it would be when this world faced its darkest hour.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Fanatics then, the lot of them. He’d have to lose them somehow. ‘Will we ride the darags, tonight?’ He was eager to get going, to close the distance between himself and Icarthya. If he could just steal a mount, whenever they reached them, and escape.

‘They do not see well in the dark,’ said Scatter, ‘and though the moon is bright beyond the forest, I will not risk it. We cannot travel by road for long, and the terrain ahead is boggy and uneven. In the morning, we leave.’

‘Not good enough.’ He felt an urgency to be moving, though he knew she was right. Too much time might’ve been lost already.

Scatter nodded as she stepped over jutting roots. ‘Yes, your sister. I understand.’ 

Threadfin stumbled over the same roots.

‘Byrsa’s legions,’ she continued, ‘and those out of Tystria are within reach of the giants, but they will only delay Gog. They may buy us several days at best.’ She had turned to look at him, making out his face in the dark. ‘You look anxious.’

‘The Nephilim king?’ That must’ve been who he’d seen in his vision. It wasn’t the giant who’d stabbed his sister, however.

‘He is not the king, at least not yet. Og lives, but yes, it is the eldest son who leads the invasion. Gulacs have been landing for weeks, but he arrived himself several days ago. It won’t be long before he marches north.’

Threadfin shook his head. Eldest son of the infamous Og of Bashan, Gog was reportedly formidable, standing head and shoulders over his kin, as did his father. That he himself led Nephilim into the imperium was unprecedented. Og had never set foot on Adalalcas. It was as bad as he’d feared. ‘Why is he attacking us?’

She paused for the others to catch up, turning to face him. ‘There is one within the capital who has a part in this, a person with their own agenda. We will explain what we can. There is much we need to discuss.’ She walked on then with a quicker step, which suggested all discussion had ended for now.

They continued north, leaving the forest for open grassland dotted with marshes. With the moon riding high, and for now free of cloud, a pale light washed the landscape. This was the southwestern edge of the Artaca Plains. Distant mountains rose about the plains like a half bowl. Icarthya lay one thousand four hundred miles, thereabouts, to the east. 

Not long afterwards, they happened on a track in the moonlight. Wide in places, it was narrow and rutted in others. It looked like a herd of grolg had stampeded through the area. The group knelt, examining it, while Threadfin stood watching. Clouds to the west and north promised more rain. 

‘This isn’t good,’ announced Podral as he struggled to remain upright between his helpers. He appeared to be coping better, at least.

‘What do you mean?’ said Threadfin.

‘This should not be here.’ Scatter stood, staring at the track as it forged its way into the distance. ‘We’re too far west and north. This is not a natural trail. I have kept away from all known routes. This is recent and made by big creatures passing this way, many big creatures.’

‘At least half a gulac,’ agreed Wither with a growl, ‘marching in a column.’ He seemed unhappy agreeing with Scatter, but perhaps he always looked that way. Pale-skinned Lorn wandered about kicking at stones, as though disinterested, though she threw dark glances at the group. Perhaps she always looked that way, too. He didn’t understand these people, and didn’t want to.

Scatter nodded. ‘It makes our journey more dangerous.’

Threadfin shivered, staring about him. ‘There are none around now, right?’ 

‘I’m none too happy about this,’ said Podral. ‘We’re standing here too long. We need to move.’

‘I agree,’ said Threadfin.

‘Fear pulls at Threads,’ laughed Lorn, ‘and just watch him unravel.’

He turned and eyed the girl, seeing genuine delight in her eyes. What was her problem? She was cute when she laughed, for a breather. ‘How about you sew up that gob of yours, girly,’ he growled, ‘or I’ll make you earn that name of yours.’ How had she known Tezcat’s name for him?

Lorn laughed harder, voice full of scorn. ‘See what we are? A bunch of thieves, murderers, an undeader who is likely both, and,’ she gestured towards Scatter, ‘whatever she used to be. All of us insane, or worse, drunk with power, isn’t that right, Scats? A price is always paid.’

Scatter said nothing.

Threadfin ignored her. What she thought of him didn’t matter, but hearing they were all criminals, well, it didn’t go a long way to earning his trust. You idiot, he thought after a moment. Of course, they’re criminals. They’re bloody Aidari terrorists. Nor was he one to talk. Still, he’d never murdered anyone. All deaths had been in self-defence, or accidental, or should that be, incidental?

‘We have fallen from what we once were,’ said Scatter, ‘but that will change.’ She scanned the rocks above. ‘We are not in a good place.’

‘An understatement is that.’ Podral was holding his side and wincing. Lorn kept a close eye on him, a look of concern in her eyes. Odd, since she didn’t appear the caring sort. ‘Never would’ve thought of that myself, now.’ 

He received a frown, but grinned and spat a blob at the hard earth. A hint of defiance, but he seemed to respect Scatter, a little. Threadfin couldn’t figure out what was between them. None seemed to like each other. What bound them together? Lorn was right, but for the moment, he had little choice. If he was to escape, he needed to get away clean.

‘We should keep out of sight and upwind,’ said Podral. ‘Etruria, save and protect us if they have wargs.’

‘Not this group,’ said Wither. ‘Would’ve seen their dung. They’re just scouts.’

‘Seems a few too many for scouts,’ noted Threadfin, staring at the mud, still unable to decipher anything. However, he knew enough to know a gulac consisted of one hundred Nephilim, which meant fifty had passed that way.

‘Nephilim do not see things as we do,’ said Wither. ‘They don’t call it scouting, but their name for it, which is near unpronounceable, roughly means, to soften up.’

‘Oh,’ said Threadfin. ‘I see.’

‘They also use them to gather food,’ said Scatter. ‘This group will send back one or two actual scouts to report on whatever they find. Think of it as a robust and aggressive foraging party.’

‘Well, that’s an understatement, if I ever heard one,’ said Podral. ‘Right, it’s just giant’s poop we need watch out for then. The Grim take me, but it’s a fine life I lead. Should’ve let them put me to death when the offer was going.’

‘Yes,’ Lorn said with a sweet smile. ‘You should have.’

Threadfin was doing quick calculations in his head. If fifty was the scouting party or whatever they called it, and he imagined they’d have more than one such group out, that meant the main force was massive. He had to reach Aiyana quickly. If the main army reached Icarthya first, there was no hope anyone would survive.

‘River’s arrived,’ said their own scout, and they turned to where he pointed. To the east, a mounted figure with several beasts in tow appeared over a rise. ‘Others shouldn’t be much longer. We should head to the ruins and wait.’

Scatter laid a hand on Threadfin’s shoulder. ‘Yes, we need to begin.’

‘Begin what?’

‘Your first lesson.’

‘Nah, don’t bother. Palace tutors used to hate me, since I already knew everything. Wasting your time. I didn’t even bring an apple.’

She stared at him a moment as though confused. ‘You must make ready. Your time has come. We live to serve—’

‘Yeah, yeah. You know, I’m sick of hearing about him, whoever he is. Bet he’s having a better time than me.’ Threadfin glanced at Pole who sat on a small rock, clutching his wounded side. Lorn was examining the wound, laying her hands over it. He shuddered and gasped at her touch. She must’ve had cold fingers. Maybe she was a healer in training or something.

‘To serve you, lad,’ Pole croaked after a moment when he had stopped shaking. His face was paler. ‘You, are the viral mage.’ 

Threadfin realised there was going to be no escaping these nut-bags.
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THE PAIN SEARED THROUGH Threadfin in eddies.

He tried to rise, but couldn’t move. His surroundings were a monotone of grey, as though colour and all but the faintest light had faded away. 

Why can’t I move my arms? It took him a moment to realise he possessed none. Nor had he legs, or any physical form worth considering. I’m full dead, at last, he thought. This is what it’s like then. Wonder what all the fuss was about.

‘You must regain control,’ commanded a voice. It came from out of the nothingness surrounding him. He didn’t know what the voice meant, or who had spoken. He supposed there would be many disembodied voices hanging about. It appeared he had joined them.

Near him, he discerned another presence. It was a large form, half concealed in shadow. Claws raked the hair of a woman’s corpse, as the Watcher – that’s how Threadfin thought of it, its name coming to him out of nowhere – looked into unseeing eyes. 

The Watcher looked up from the cadaver in its scaly lap. It scrutinized this new arrival.

It’s been waiting for me, thought Threadfin, feeling a chill. Worse, I think the ugly bastard knows me. If this was his fate in death, he felt ready for a resurrection.

The creature’s talons stroked the frozen cheeks of the woman, breaking the skin. It appeared to enjoy the company of the dead. Threadfin knew it felt the silent echoes of torment, which had been their lives. It fed on those echoes as though tangible things. Though he knew he should’ve felt repulsed, instead, he felt sadness.

It was not used to feelings. Forever alone, it loved to stroke things, especially the dead, for there was nothing else. It was a creature part shadow and part substance, its form as shredded smoke. It had vast feathered wings of a bluish-purple hue, and a dark sinuous scaled body. A coiling tail with horns slithered beyond it. A face filled with teeth and prodded with horns watched him with human-like eyes. No, they held intelligence and a knowing far beyond human. 

The voice called to him again, but he ignored it, fascinated by the creature. He wondered if this wasn’t death, but a dream. No, that didn’t feel right. He stood on a border between worlds. He had stepped into a crack between realities. Or, well, something like that. Whether any of it meant he was full dead, he didn’t know. He had no memory of arriving. 

About them, a metropolis took form. It was the reflection of a city in the physical world, like Byrsa or Icarthya. The Watcher told him these things, though without words. It didn’t know cities, but he did and it had gotten the image from him. It seemed to like the idea of cities.

It enjoyed games too. It loved when a human touched that place, though it didn’t want to play games with Threadfin. He was different. It wanted to control him, to bend him to its will, and it would be best to allow it, for torturous pain was the alternative.

‘Threadfin,’ shouted that annoying voice. He thought it sounded female. ‘You will lose yourself.’

He began to walk, though he didn’t have legs, which was an unsettling feeling. He headed towards a set of tall buildings lining a dock. Odd looking ships with vast, wispy sails fought thunderous waves. The sky grew boisterous. Shadows darted between the ruins. They had sinuous bodies with those horned tails. The creature’s gaze followed him, as it hunkered within the ruins. A howling wind arose in the distance. No, it wasn’t the wind, but that voice, insistent and full of fear.

‘Threadfin, come back.’

A hand made of flesh and bone, touched his shoulder. A metallic bowl came into view, filled with water. He was holding it cupped in both hands, and the image of another world within the liquid faded. He dropped it, water pooling on the damp black clay. Now, that had never happened before.

‘What am I?’ he asked in a hoarse voice, realising he was back among the Aidari. He blinked at the hazy world coming back into focus. They sat in a damp hollow rimmed with alders and birch, and a complex ruin of tumbled stone. It was part of a forgotten city, which spread inward from the forest’s edge for two miles. A fire set in a deep hollow in the earth cast flickering shadows across the ruins. Above their heads was a partial roof that once belonged to an ancient palace. Half of a stone head the size of a boulder stuck out of the sodden earth to his right. Podral Pole sat on the nose, watching him, his left foot resting on a nostril.

Wither, and four other newcomers, kept watch. They climbed high into the shattered remains of towers or domes, patrolled through broad overgrown streets, or within the forest beyond. Threadfin had gotten a vague impression of how large the ancient city was on arrival. His viralic sight had shown him enough to know that once, this city had dwarfed Icarthya. 

River, a scrawny pale girl, wandered about and never spoke. The other newcomers kept out of the way and didn’t introduce themselves either. The sydarags were corralled in a clearing beyond the ruins. He heard their snorts and the periodic stomp of powerful hind legs.

Scatter sat opposite him on a blanket. Behind her and to her left was a tall jagged window frame, the wall damaged and smothered with creepers. Broken tile in various faded colours and fractured painted images littered the ground around them. There was the sound of rushing water, a river nearby, and the rich smell of mead wort and water mint filled the air. 

Scatter righted the tin cup on the ground in front of him. Tresses of long black hair splayed about her bare shoulders, marred by a lock of silver on the right. This was his first proper look at her. She had a narrow face with broad cheekbones and a crooked nose. Scatter wasn’t a woman many would’ve considered beautiful, but something about her drew him. 

These breathers showed him a kindness alien to him. Yes, they sniped at one another, but there was a camaraderie beneath, something he couldn’t define, and they’d invited him into their midst. Instinct bade him to remain sceptical, but something had pierced his armour. Armour he had spent his entire existence forging. He shook his head to clear it. He needed to stay focused.

‘What do you think you are?’ she asked.

‘I’m a viral, not a mage or whatever you lot are thinking, just a plain old undeader. Quite boring really.’

‘You understood the question you asked, but do you understand your answer?’

‘Okay,’ he said, ‘I don’t know what you’re blathering about. Enough with the riddles. I used play Knot-Your-Brains back in Lame. Always lost.’ Tezcat had loved that game, but she had taken it a bit too literally, forcing Threadfin to dispose of the bodies. All accidental, of course.

‘Podral mentioned an illness,’ she said with a nod for the man sitting on a nose. ‘He said you’d suffered, and in his words, “looked like the unholy Grim himself, come to life for a time”.’

‘It was you lot behind that job of Crawl’s wasn’t it? You tried to scare me into running.’ That job had trap written all over it, and he could never figure out why until now. They had meant him to see it. Crawl must’ve been in on it, or they’d had a hold over him. ‘Why all this trouble for me?’ 

‘It bothers you.’

What is she, a mind reader? ‘Fine, you want the truth? I’m afraid, okay?’

‘Of what?’

‘Well, that something inside of me is, ah, wrong, sort of.’ How was he supposed to explain? He was freak of nature, an aberration that had all been but exterminated. He examined the shattered mosaic that was a floor once, and wondered what people had built this place. The images were hard to decipher but a few were of strange winged creatures with long spiked tails. They appeared alive in the flicker of flames. Funny, they reminded him of that Watcher.

‘Better, if not correct.’ Her mouth curled into the hint of a smile, as he glanced at her. Her eyes always smiled. Yes, that was what attracted him, her eyes, which promised kindness and an openness he found rare. 

‘Look, I don’t understand what this is about. I’m not sure I want to. Who are you?’

‘I told you, we are Aidari.’

‘I’m going to need a bit more than that. What good are you lot to me? Can you get me to Icarthya? Lending me a darag would be a good start.’ That or he’d have to steal one. At least he was good at that.

‘We are your servants,’ she said as though that explained it better. He thought about asking her for a few pillows and a foot rub. Couldn’t beat a good foot rub. He had to bite down on his mischievous side. He was nervous and always felt cheeky when nervous. Aiyana had been a bad influence. 

The Aidari paused before elaborating, as River handed her a bowl of stew. Podral waved his away while Threadfin accepted strips of dried kale.

‘Over a thousand years ago,’ said Scatter, after taking a mouthful, ‘the Aidari served the magi whose leader was a high mage named Rasnal Nalrost. He was a living mage, you understand, a spectral mage. They used something called spectralic magic, very potent and dangerous.’

A breather mage? Threadfin began chewing the kale strips as he listened. A second type of magic wasn’t something he’d heard of. No one had.

‘Icarthian rule did not exist at the time,’ she continued, ‘and northern Adalalcas was made up of city states. Each had its own spectral, and many of these cities warred with one another. Minor empires were born and then died, all within decades, none with the power to sustain themselves. Constant raids by the Nephilim, and wars with the kingdoms of southern Adalalcas, prevented the city states from working together. That is, until Nalrost discovered the Spectrum.

‘In his search for knowledge and greater power, he probed and experimented, until he discovered a truth: there are hundreds of millions of other worlds, a few like this one, and many not. Soon after, he discovered the Spectrum of Existence didn’t just contain worlds, but other forms of reality no normal human mind could comprehend. Few ever considered Rasnal Nalrost normal. 

‘He also, however, stumbled upon a threat to existence itself. He almost died because of it. Worlds were disappearing from the Spectrum, consumed by a nameless Darkness. What that evil is, we do not know, though we have long searched his ancient tomes for clues. 

‘The spectral mage had devised a simple mathematical equation, which said that for millions of worlds there was one blueprint, of which all the others were mirrors. If this Darkness destroyed such a world, it would automatically destroy all its mirrors too. However, in his notes we discovered a hint that perhaps it wasn’t that simple. The blueprint world needed a Key to gain instant access to the mirror worlds. Without it, the Darkness would still destroy the Spectrum, but it would take eons. With the Key, perhaps decades, or less.

‘Now, Nalrost determined that our world is the blueprint for the entire Spectrum of Existence. It is the heart of the Spectrum. All realties converge here. He knew he could not do much, being mortal, his mage powers aside. We believe he encountered this enemy, and learned the hard way that spectralic magic, living magic, was no match. 

‘By this time, he had made contact with otherworldly entities, who we now believe were angels. Nalrost believed he could save this world. By doing this, he would save existence itself.’

‘That’s a nice story,’ Threadfin commented, finishing off the last of the kale, licking his skeletal fingers. Through a shattered stone window, he spotted Wither just beyond the firelight passing by. It seemed to Threadfin’s eyes as though the scout vanished and reappeared at times. He blinked, reprimanding himself for being a fool. ‘But, none of it explains what you want with me, or how this helps me.’

‘Then listen up, lad,’ said Podral from where he sat on the statue’s face, eating his stew. The thick peeling branches of a birch had over time burst through the wall behind him, curling up and outwards with a fistful of yellow leaves. The stone head he sat on was dark green and brown with decades of moss. ‘This next bit’s gonna interest you.’

‘You seem better,’ said Threadfin frowning at his former minder, who seemed to be in a lot less pain and much brighter.

The man shrugged.

‘For over two decades,’ continued Scatter, ‘Nalrost devoted himself to this new goal, and created the first of the plagues. It was a desperate act he knew would cost the lives of millions, but one he hoped would save hundreds of thousands of worlds from extinction, perhaps millions.’ 

Threadfin felt his jaw drop open. ‘He created the plagues? A breather?’

‘You’re missing the point, lad,’ said Podral with a grin. ‘It was Nalrost who created the Plagueborn. He created you.’
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Chapter 21
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A Two-Headed Warghound

LIVIANA AVITUS WATCHED the fog recede to reveal a sky fractured by a thousand threads of colour. They wove and dodged, slicing towards the earth, like rainbow lightning. Spheres hung silent in the heavens, other worlds thin and distinct. The sky ruptured, pulled apart like ripping fabric, before broiling clouds obscured all. 

She blinked to clear her vision. She wasn’t awake, though neither was she asleep. Her consciousness was there, and that place was very real. She scanned her surroundings. Looming skeletal bodies disrupted her view. They might’ve resembled trees, once. Creatures climbed through the branches. Beyond lay barren hills. 

The fog retreated further to reveal six gigantic statues made of a white translucent stone. A dark shadow occupied each, as though they were cocoons. Thirty foot tall, the statues had wings and held blades or staffs. Perhaps it was the distortion of light, but the faces were deformed. They watched her with nightmarish stares, in judgement. The sound of grinding stone followed her as she moved beneath them. 

Fissures appeared in the sculptures. An explosion of rock and dust followed and she threw up her arms to protect her face. Fragments ripped her clothing, scouring her skin, though it was not real flesh. The pain felt real, however.

In place of the statues were naked figures. Each stood fifteen feet tall. There were three males and three females, and dark filaments oozed from their bodies like black lava.  

The six had their eyes shut. Their sable auras formed wings, which separated into black molten swathes wrapping each from neck to foot. Their faces unnerved her. Bony ridges jutted at odd angles. Then, their eyes opened. White orbs ribboned with black veins sought her out.

From between the figures stalked a hulking shape. The fog parted to reveal a massive gorgon with two heads. Standing, Liviana’s own didn’t reach its shoulder. She recognised those heads.

An invisible power forced her to her knees. Fear stabbed at her gut. ‘I have done what you ordered,’ she cried.

The two-headed gorgon halted. It sat back on its haunches, examining her while the six guardians watched. The left head spoke first. Its voice was a mixture of human and canine, punctuated by snarls. ‘This is Oblivion,’ it growled. Then it rose and padded closer. Drool dripped from both sets of jaws. ‘You are in our power here.’ 

Liviana felt its hot fetid breath on her face. ‘What do you want?’ She knew who it was. It tortured her dreams.

‘You are bound to us, forever, Andromeda.’

She winced. ‘I am, Liviana.’

‘You are nothing. A fragment of a more powerful soul, lost to time. We have done you a favour. The Fallen One, she is a part of you now.’

‘The deal was I would remain myself. I did not agree to her taking me over completely.’

‘You thought to make your own fate, when you took it. Treachery. So, we own your soul now, what there is of it, in compensation.’

Terror prevented her from responding as she trembled. She did not wish to lose herself to this Andromeda. Already, she felt her personality, her, self, changing. Her Awakening had occurred when she was twenty, but this was different. For the past two years, it was as if her angelic soul sought to eradicate her mortal one. They were supposed to have melded, become one. This was abnormal, dangerous. This is what the bastards want!

‘Did you know,’ one of the heads growled, ‘there is another like you? Ah, but of course you did. Yes, a neat arrangement, but hardly suited to our purpose. Astra’s designs, after all, were never ours.’

The gorgon’s muzzles were inches from her face. Her stomach churned from the stink of rotten meat. It knew of her actions, but its anger was not because of that. They encouraged infighting and competition, even treachery, but never failure. No, that, they did not like.

‘We have decided to let you set matters right. We’ve allowed you to capture the soul of Gog of Magog. Do not spurn our generosity. It is fortunate you failed to kill the female viral. She will serve as bait. Arrangements are in place to drive the male towards a city called, Byrsa. You will travel there, and await your own fate. If you want reward, you will need to take it. Think you that you can handle this?’

She would make Todralan grovel for mercy before grinding her beneath her heel. Of course, she wasn’t the problem. Liviana needed to capture the brother. ‘They protect both of them,’ she said, sweating. ‘They have help. I need time.’

‘Enough procrastination,’ the second head growled. ‘Because of your bungling, the male is free. He grows stronger, and the one advantage we have is that he doesn’t know it. We must have the Key.’

Liviana knew she was a piece on a board, and one sacrificed such, when the correct time arrived. Well, she had her own piece to sacrifice when it came to it. Pen Luthus had failed, after all, when he didn’t capture Threadfin Todralan. She could not die, not when the prize was this close. She shook her head. Wait, these were not her thoughts. Yes, she was losing herself.

Howling rose across the hills. Shapes crested the horizon. They disappeared into hidden valleys before emerging atop the next hill. The howling, interrupted by faint growls, grew louder. Figures of women rode the beasts, women with wings. The Fallen had many divisions called Rifts, but the harpies were the most vicious. She watched them approach, and knew there would be no mercy.

She glanced at the broken Shathra. The huge guardians strode forth. Wings of black flame unfurled, their bloodied eyes locked on their prey. 

‘Your Rift remains yours for now,’ said the voice from both jaws,’ and Liviana knew this warning was not for her, but for Andromeda. ‘Fail us again, and the gorgons will taste your blood along with this mortal’s. If we don’t let the Titans have you.’

Liviana stared at the Titans looming over her, the greatest Rift within the Fallen. Little of their angelic selves remained. She shuddered at the thought of being gifted to them. Death was a more attractive alternative. She would have her reward. She could still save a part of the Spectrum, and have her slice of power. These weren’t her thoughts.

No, she thought at Andromeda, knowing the Fallen One heard her. Not yet. I will resist you right to the end. This was not the deal.

As though it heard her, the two bestial heads of Cerberus, guardian of Hell’s Teeth, howled with laughter.
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‘WAIT, WAIT A MINUTE,’ Threadfin mumbled, as he tried to process the news, ‘a breather created us?’ Knowing the breather had been a mage was irrelevant. The history of virals, their origins, had always been a mystery, even to themselves. ‘What happened to the spectral magi? Why aren’t there any left?’ She’s making it up, he thought. She has to be.

‘Most of them were destroyed in the act of creating your kind,’ said Scatter in a patient tone, ‘some willingly and many not, for it took over a hundred to complete the ritual. For a thousand years thereafter, plagues swept across the lands, the greatest spell this world had ever seen, and the most devastating. There—’

‘But,’ Threadfin interrupted, ‘the final plagues ended sixty-odd years ago. I was born twenty-six years ago.’ The black birth, folks had called it. Strange, how the rumours had been right all along.

‘The plagues have been fewer and more sporadic for the past hundred years. The spell is fading. Most have been minor outbreaks. Just dozens affected. Around twenty-eight years ago, there was such an outbreak in the borderlands. It affected several of the Ewsannec tribes and lasted two years. It was small and went unnoticed. Your father was in Lame at that time, with your mother. We don’t know how, but she became infected. She did recover after several months.’

And lived on, thought Threadfin sadly, until my birth killed her.

‘With the magi gone,’ Scatter continued, ‘we served the virals instead. After a time, your ancestor Matrod Ral, the first imperator, amalgamated the city states into the first true empire, the beginnings of what we know as the imperium.’

‘How many of you are there?’

‘I would rather not say, but we have people everywhere and in every major city of Adalalcas.’

‘Hang on,’ said Threadfin, ‘you said the plagues occurred a thousand years ago when Nalrost lived, but that can’t be.’ History taught that the first of the plagues had begun two hundred years ago.

Podral shook his head. ‘Exemplar lies, lad,’ he said with a grimace. ‘All mention of what happened was struck from the official histories and anyone who knew of it. What little we know was passed down in secret.’

Threadfin picked at a maggot borrowing into his cheek. The oil Tezcat had gotten him had worked, sort of. He had no more natron left. ‘So, no one knows what really happened?’ he asked in a whisper, not certain he wanted to know either.

‘Her name was Antipa,’ said Podral, as he set down his empty bowl and moved to the edge of the moss-covered nose. His face looked misshapen in the flickering shadows cast by the fire. ‘Some say she had another name, but no one remembers. She was the imperator’s granddaughter. All we know is, she attempted to take power, and failed.

‘The plagues were a high price, but our ancestors were willing to pay it, to save the world. Unlike now, they tolerated the undead in their midst.’

‘I never heard of her.’

‘And you never would’ve. The official histories make little mention of her, only to say the imperial exemplars led the fight against the undead, during her bid for the throne.

‘Many of the exemplars and their followers died too, since virals weren’t defenceless, and that’s how the first clots formed. Soon after, the whole world turned on them.’

‘None of the undead survived, did they?’ asked Threadfin. Podral stared at his boots, and Scatter offered him a sad smile. Well, he thought, that’s that then. I guess I am the last.

A cold wind echoed through the ruins of stone, moaning through tree branches, and Threadfin shuddered. Not from the cold. He didn’t get cold. 

‘Wait a minute,’ he said, ‘surely the exemplars knew what Nalrost had discovered. If I understand this, it wasn’t a secret? I mean, anyone important knew, right? Else, why would anyone have tolerated virals up to that point? Didn’t they understand they were dooming themselves?’

Perhaps a dozen starlings chittered and buzzed in the trees surrounding the ruins. Threadfin thought it might’ve been a pleasant place, if not for the story they told within its walls. 

Podral laid his head back to rest against a stone cheek. ‘No real way of knowing now.’

Their conversation ended, and despite Threadfin’s protests, the lessons continued for another hour. Scatter never quit badgering him, or at least, that was how he saw it.

‘I am bloody concentrating,’ he snapped for the fifth time. ‘If I concentrate any harder there’ll be black ribbons shooting out my nose.’

‘I’d love to see that,’ laughed Podral, ignoring Scatter’s frown. ‘You don’t need to know what it looks like,’ he went on. ‘You’ll know it when you see it.’

‘What sort of gibberish is that?’

‘You did it once, back in Lame. Now, that I don’t want to see again. Still having the nightmares, you know.’

‘Thanks,’ Threadfin muttered, ‘for the vote of confidence.’

‘Enough talk,’ said Scatter. ‘What happened before was instinctual. This time you must control it, or it will control you. Your power will not simply obey. You must force it to your will.’

‘How can you know anything about this? What qualifies you to teach me?’

‘Aidari have studied the ancient tomes of Nalrost, for centuries, passing down whatever lost knowledge we rediscovered. Viralic and spectralic power are not identical, but the principles are.’

There was a dark mist, millimetres from Threadfin’s eyes. As he stared at it, it dissolved. ‘I heard of others who had talents greater than mine.’ Even Tezcat had been stronger. ‘What I do, it’s nothing, a useless ability. You’re wasting your time.’ 

The Hatavan woman turned to glare at Podral. ‘He learned nothing all these years? I had hoped you had exaggerated.’

Podral picked at his fingernails with a small dagger, quite intent on his work. He cursed as he drew blood, sucking the offended thumb. All the while, he did not look up. ‘He’s a quick learner, Scats. I’ve faith in him, I do.’

‘We no longer have the time.’

Pole appeared intent on gouging out the tiniest speck of dirt from his nails, while sucking a finger. ‘Things didn’t work out as planned.’ He mumbled under his breath. The dagger worked furiously as he started paring his nails. If he keeps that up, thought Threadfin, he’ll have no fingers left.

‘And that is why we must start from the beginning,’ sighed Scatter. 

‘In that case,’ said Threadfin. ‘How about telling me about what is happening in Icarthya? Where’s my sister?’

‘Angels above, he’s thick,’ Lorn said, causing him to turn and scowl. She sat on a large slanted stone, which looked part of the statue Pole sat on. A weatherworn hand? It was hard to tell. Legs crossed, she held a bowl of half-eaten stew, tapping the back of her wooden spoon against her lips. Her blue eyes beneath her dark fringe were chips of ice as she glowered at him. ‘You certain we got the right one, Scats?’

‘Lorn,’ said the Hatavan in a controlled manner, ‘as you may have noticed, is the sceptic of our little group. Don’t let her bother you. She’s not as mean spirited as she seems, just conflicted.’

‘Huh,’ grunted Lorn. ‘Just like our dear scatter-brain here isn’t as sweet as she seems. She’ll try to get you killed, like the rest of us. Isn’t that right, boss? Won’t get me though, never me, promise you that.’

‘That’s enough of your tripe, girl,’ growled Podral, still worrying at his fingers. ‘Pay her no mind, lad. The girl’s touched.’

Lorn snickered. ‘Not by you I haven’t been, and never will.’

‘Only because you’re not highborn enough for him, and not married,’ noted River, who stood nearby with her thin arms folded, watching the birds. She rarely spoke, and Threadfin often forgot she was there.

Podral ignored them both. ‘Liviana Avitus has taken control of Icarthya. We also think she stole an object from Raddhon, one of great value.’ 

‘You mean,’ said Threadfin, thinking it through. ‘You mean she stole something from the Nephilim? So, that’s why they’re here.’

‘She stole something they revere,’ Podral corrected, ‘called a Shathra Stone. None of us knows what it does, but I can tell you that whatever it is, it’s powerful. We believe she is drawing Gog here, that she controls him, through the Stone. His horde will lay waste to everything. We also believe he is coming for you. Liviana wants both you and your sister. She will destroy the world to get to you. That’s why we have to keep you safe.’

‘Safe,’ Threadfin whispered. ‘What about, Aiyana? She’s the next ruler of Icarthya. Forget about me. She is the one you should be keeping safe.’

‘We are,’ said Scatter in a soothing tone. ‘Measures have been taken to get her out of the capital. Liviana wanted her dead, but she may now try to use her to draw you out since she failed to get you in Lame.’

‘What’s so special about me? Why did any of you bother with me in the first place? I told you, I’ve no abilities worth spitting about.’

‘You are what you are,’ said Pole, ‘whether you like it or not.’

‘For the record then; I don’t like it.’ He did like that they needed him, though. Despite himself, it felt good to be included.

‘Soon, when you are ready,’ said Scatter, ‘you must face Gog. It is for this task we prepare you. You must kill the Nephilim prince.’

‘That’s impossible,’ he spluttered, the good feeling evaporating. They were crazy, the lot of them. ‘Why don’t you just kill Liviana, and be done. Whatever hold she has on that horde would be broken then, wouldn’t it? Besides, none of this has anything to do with me. I need to get Aiyana to safety, nothing more.’

‘Oh, that would be just great,’ Podral snorted. ‘Hundreds of giants uncontrolled and angry all sat right on top of us. Defeat their commander and they will retreat. It’s the only way, lad.’

‘If any of us faced her this moment,’ added Scatter, ‘we would lose. You do not understand who she is. She wants you to come to her. She is forcing you into a trap. If you wish to save your sister, you must soon face Gog. You will never hide her from him. His horde will lay waste to the world.’

Well, that put a different spin on matters he supposed. ‘Fine, let’s say I agree, how long is soon?’

‘We don’t know, but you must not fail when the time does come or Liviana will have won.’

‘You said yourself that if she can’t find me, she will be hunting Aiyana. If I must do this, then I have no time to waste.’

‘We know what she means to you, lad,’ said Podral, ‘but you’re too important to risk until you’re ready. There is far more at stake. Haven’t you been listening?’

‘Liviana will be hunting her,’ said Threadfin in a dangerous tone, almost a whisper, ‘and I know that bitch won’t quit.’

Pole sheathed his blade. ‘Forget Liviana. You may have your chance at her, but any direct attack will fail. Do you think we haven’t thought of that? She’s too powerful. Once you appear and face Gog, she will be distracted. It may prove enough for us to defeat her.’

‘Who is Liviana Avitus,’ Threadfin hissed, ‘that you’re all so terrified of her?’

Pole glanced at Scatter, and then said, ‘You’ll learn what you need to know when you need to know it.’

‘Clear and to the point as always,’ muttered Threadfin.

‘Nalrost sacrificed millions of lives to create you. Many more will die to protect you. Do not spit on them.’

Threadfin ignored him and stared at Scatter. She doesn’t trust me, he thought. Well, the feeling was mutual, sort of. Damn her anyway, what was she doing to him? Now, he wanted to earn her trust?

‘Hah,’ snorted Lorn. ‘Don’t count on sacrificing mine.’

‘You must learn to control that power of yours,’ Scatter huffed, showing the first signs of irritation he’d seen, ‘or you will be no good to anyone, especially your sister. If you will save her, you must first learn. Enough questions, and that’s enough from the rest of you. Threadfin Todralan, you will heed me now.’

For a further hour, as the sky brightened, he struggled, never sure what it was he was learning. Scatter was right; there was only one way to guarantee Aiyana’s safety. ‘You mean my other self?’ he said at one point as she instructed him to visualise. He had to learn, but no one said he couldn’t learn fast.

‘Remember,’ she said all patience again, ‘the Existence Spectrum contains millions of worlds and therefore millions of Threadfins.’

‘Well, if there’s that many, why am I so important?’

‘You exist aslant of the other worlds, but just you. You were born undead. All of your other selves were born as what you call breathers. Never enter a mirror world where you exist. Your mirror-self will absorb you, and you will become lost. Only worlds where you do not exist, are safe.’

Threadfin’s mind whirled. With each hour that passed, the horde was closer to Icarthya. To save Aiyana, he would face this Gog, and kill him, and then he would come for Liviana.
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Differences

Year 909YC, fourteen years earlier

SEATED BY AN open window, Aiyana cradled Threadfin’s head in her lap. Below, russet leaves swirled amongst the colonnade bordering the courtyard, or sank into a gout of brown mulch within a dry fountain. The wind had risen, growling among the stone pillars, heralding a storm.

She’d entangled her fingers in his hair, comforting him as they lay on a couch in her rooms. A cup of cold green tea sat on a tall round table by her elbow. She always drank green tea. ‘The memory of it will fade,’ she whispered, ‘my beautiful little brother. You shouldn’t cry.’ 

‘I hate them all. They wanted to murder me. They wanted to rip me apart. They tried!’

‘You shouldn’t have left the palace grounds. What were you doing out there, and without your dalba or a guard?’

‘It’s because I’m different. I don’t breathe. I don’t eat normal food. I won’t grow old and die, well, not like other people. There’s no blood in my veins.’

‘You don’t take your bath when you’re supposed to either.’ She stroked his skin, testing for any sign of deterioration. She did that a lot. ‘I will have one prepared. I think there’s still enough salt and natron in the stores. Petra is not in tonight. I’ll take care of it.’

‘It’s why they hate me, isn’t it? I need to bathe in salt and bloody natron.’

‘I doubt they know about that, Fin. If they had known you were undead, we’d have exemplars crawling all over us.’

‘They suspected it, though. You know the Redcloaks are suspicious of our official story. You’ve heard rumours, I bet.’

She nodded, looking worried. 

‘I killed them, Aiy. I killed breathers, and I’m not sorry. It felt good.’ It hadn’t though, and the guilt he felt made him angry. He didn’t tell her it wasn’t the first time, but it was the worst. He hated wearing the dalba, hated the confinement, like he was some prisoner. He had tried to be discreet, keeping to the shadows.

After a pause, she said, ‘My Darken informed me it was a palace guard who instigated it. He hired the others, but he will not last long in the dungeons.’ A dangerous smile touched her lips, but not near as lethal as the light in her eyes.

‘You mean an exemplar?’

She shook her head. ‘Whoever was behind it, they don’t want to be exposed. Exemplars would be too dangerous to involve if whoever it is wants to remain hidden. Someone paid off the guard, who hired the others.’

‘He is afraid his enemies will find out. That’s it, isn’t it? That’s why no one knows what happened. That’s why our father hasn’t even come to see if I’m alright. Don’t tell me he doesn’t know.’

She looked down at him with a stern face. ‘He loves you, in his own way. Maybe he can’t admit it in public, but I’ve seen it in him when he’s looked at you. It’s just that ...’

‘I’m a freak.’

‘No, and you’ll not say that again. You are beautiful and, and normal. I think it’s that dirty witch he has in his bed whispering in his ear.’

‘You think it was her, don’t you?’ He tried to look up at her, but she pushed his head aside as she stroked his hair again. 

If the tone in her voice was hot before, it was ablaze now. ‘She spends every night in his chambers and then marches through the palace as though she were imperatrix herself. She’s not even a consort, Fin. That woman is nothing more than a, a concubine. If she dares speak down to me one more time with that, that hawk’s nose of hers ...’

Threadfin closed his eyes. ‘Can I stay in your rooms tonight? I’ve hardly seen you and the dreams are worse. I ... I’ve been seeing things.’ He couldn’t explain and he was afraid if he did, she wouldn’t understand.

‘I already had a pallet made up by the fire. You’re just a bit ill.’

‘I don’t get sick. Anyhow, I was beaten and stabbed, not given a Grim-hooded cold.’

Stroking his hair, she said, ‘She is due to travel southeast with father in a few days. We can spend more time together then. Still, her spies tell her too much, although, two of those will no longer be telling anything.’ 

‘You know he’ll throw a fit when he finds out. You can’t go around assassinating Liviana’s spies.’

‘I have a friend, who takes care of such things.’ 

‘Just because your Darken is faceless, doesn’t mean you can use her that way. Bad enough you have her torturing that guard.’ Not that he minded that last. 

‘I never said it was a woman.’

‘I’m not stupid. I know father would’ve picked out the girl himself. He’d never have chosen a male, not for you. Just wish he’d allowed me one.’ His sister always had dozens of girls around her, even sharing her chambers at night. It was impossible to know which one it was.

‘A Darken is more than just a friend, you know. Anyhow, the spies are still alive, and quite safe. He won’t be angry.’ She gave a giggle. ‘He knows, anyhow. I think he respects my boldness. Of course,’ she added with a laugh, ‘the others have been much more careful. It’s Liviana herself that I can’t take care of. Now, that would anger him. He thinks the Spectrum shines out of her butt. I suppose it’s big enough.’ She descended into more giggles.

There was a scratching sound at the foot of the couch. He leapt up. ‘What’s that?’

Aiyana laughed as a small figure clambered on to the couch. ‘It’s my mongrel. Do you like him?’

Threadfin stared at the deformed creature as Aiyana gestured for it to lie in her lap, which it did. It gave a series of low guttural sounds as it watched him. For an instant, he thought about petting it. He’d done that once and it hadn’t gone well. As though reading his mind, it snarled.

‘Hey, look at that,’ his sister cooed as she petted the creature. ‘I think Nipper likes you. They’re quite intelligent you know.’

Threadfin took note of what it held in its claws. The short crossbow had been a gift from his grandfather before he had vanished. He had only two. It meant a great deal to him. Atlantian make, such small one-handed crossbows were rare and prized. ‘Hey, that’s mine. Give it back!’

‘It’s okay, Fin. He just wants to play with it. He’s still very young. He’s always picking things up, figuring them out. Fancies himself as a little assassin, I think.’ The creature hefted the crossbow two handed, which thank the Spectrum above wasn’t loaded, and aimed it at Threadfin.

‘You mean it’s always thieving.’

As if in response, the mongrel snarled and snapped the crossbow between its strong claws.

As Threadfin went to grab it and give it a good beating, his sister leaned in and kissed his head, pushing him away. ‘I’ll get you a new one.’ 

Rare, those crossbows, but the thought vanished and fear replaced anger. It was the first time he’d seen his magic behave like this. 

A ringlet of living night entwined them. Threadfin felt a calmness seep into him. No, something forced it into him.

The mongrel’s growl deepened, with a note of fear.

‘Fin,’ she whispered, and he saw the look in her eyes, of recognition, and worry. 

‘I’m sorry.’ The apparition engulfed them, before it dissolved, and Threadfin wondered if he’d seen it at all, but he knew he had. He saw the look in her eyes. She’d seen it too. 

‘Nothing,’ she said, leaning closer to kiss his forehead again. ‘It’s nothing. Everything will be fine. Trust me.’

Nipper glared at him with those beady eyes, a knowing look that said it knew what he was. It knew Threadfin Todralan. Deep within its glistening eyes, he saw a reflection, not of himself, no never of himself. Within its eyes, an enormous, winged creature loomed over both of them.

He looked away not wanting to see, or understand. His sister smiled at him. The mongrel had curled up in her lap, and was purring of all things.

He tried smiling back.
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A Chimera

Present Day

‘OPEN YOUR EYES.’ Threadfin obeyed, to find himself facing a reflective surface. It was polished bronze this time, the reflective image distorted. It showed Lorn sat against a stone wall, with tall weeds and a bush growing through it. At least that was how he interpreted the blurry scene, since he knew what lay behind him. What was missing was his own reflection, but that was normal. It was as though he didn’t exist. He’d begun to wish it was true.

‘What do you see?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Concentrate. When you can see your image, you will have found one of your other selves. This doesn’t happen as your visions do. You must twin your minds.’

‘Enough.’ He stared at Scatter for a moment, who sighed as he lowered the blade fragment. He uncrossed his bony legs to stand, stuffing the fragment into his cloak. ‘I’ve had enough.’

Scatter remained seated, as did the others, except for River and Wither who remained on watch.

Threadfin looked at each of them in turn. ‘I need your help, now!’ He felt like a little boy, throwing a tantrum. He didn’t like the feeling. ‘I don’t think I can do this alone.’ 

‘As promised, you shall have our help,’ answered Scatter with a warm smile, ‘but in exchange, you will continue your lessons, until we say you are ready.’

‘I thought you lot served me. That was the deal, wasn’t it? You live to serve the viral mage, and that’s me, right?’

‘Hah,’ laughed Podral, ‘it’s going to his head already. You’re not quite a mage yet, lad, and we are serving you by guiding you. It might be wise to heed that guidance, don’t you think?’

‘You said you have people getting Aiyana out, but Gog and his horde are advancing. You cannot guarantee you will get her to safety in time, can you?’ When Scatter didn’t reply, he went on. ‘She could be captured, tortured, and all to get to me. If I face him now, I can defeat him and then deal with Liviana.’

‘Oh, lad,’ said Podral sadly.

‘She is not what you think,’ said Scatter. She gave Podral a long look, and then sighed when he stared back. ‘Okay, I had hoped to wait until you were stronger before telling you more, but since you seem set on defying logic ...’ Her eyes said she feared he might run off there and then. She was right. He was on the edge, anyway.

Her gaze held him, as though willing him to understand. ‘We believe from reports sent to us that Gog is not himself. For several years now, another has had possession of him, mind, and body. We fear that person is Liviana Avitus. She is a harpy, and the First of the Fallen Ones.’

Threadfin didn’t want to think about what she meant, didn’t want to think at all, but he needed to understand. ‘I’ve heard that name before. What are they?’

Scatter winced at the question. ‘Among angels there are many factions. One that stands apart from all others is the Fallen. Long ago, they became lost to the evil that threatens the Spectrum. We don’t how or why. Everything we know is from the little Nalrost wrote of them.’

Threadfin blinked, dumbfounded at the revelation. Angels were the embodiment of light itself. That they could turn to evil, unnerved him. He fingered the twisted piece of silver hanging around his neck. ‘Canaan Pen Luthus, the high exemplar. He’s also a, Fallen One, isn’t he?’ There was no other explanation for what he’d seen.

‘Of him, we know more, and lost three of our spies in payment for the knowledge. He is a particular type of Fallen. Nalrost listed his kind as chimeras, the lowest. This one can take many guises, but we believe only of beasts, not people. We suspect you are still here because it isn’t your death Liviana seeks, at least not primarily.’

Threadfin nodded, feeling stunned by the revelation he’d stood face to face with an angel, and an evil one at that. What was a chimera, or a harpy for that matter? He remembered Felps urging Pen Luthus, and a woman’s voice rebuking him. 

‘Stealing your soul is no easy matter,’ said Scatter in a sympathetic tone. ‘A breather’s yes, but not yours. They need to capture you first, and then we suspect it is a long and painful process. Remember, part of your soul does not reside in this reality, which may be of use. We don’t know what Liviana wants your talent for, but it is not for anything good. This is why we must keep you hidden until you are stronger.’

‘I can learn on the way, when we make our stops. I can’t delay any longer. What I need is a faster way to get back. Icarthya’s too far.’ When no one said anything, he scowled. ‘I will not hide. With or without you lot, I’m going to stop Gog, and Liviana.’ Part of my soul exists in another reality? What does that even mean?

‘You’re a stubborn bugger,’ said Podral getting to his feet and placing a hand on Threadfin’s shoulder. ‘Thick as a ... well, you know.’ He glanced at Scatter, before clearing his throat. ‘As for getting there, we’ve got darags.’

‘Not quick enough. It will take over a week to reach the capital, and that’s riding nonstop.’ Even sydarags had limits, though they could keep up a healthy trot of twenty-five miles per hour for most of a day.

Scatter smiled. ‘Perhaps I can teach you enough in that time, for you to at least survive. However, your lessons will be on the move, as well as when we stop.’

‘There’s one way to shorten the journey,’ said Lorn in a quiet voice, wiping the smile from Scatter’s face, ‘though I doubt the deader could handle it. He could be in Icarthya today.’

‘That’s enough,’ said Scatter, with a stern look for the girl. ‘You speak of things you do not understand.’

‘Don’t I? Have I not studied the history of the magi as well as you? Have I not spent years of my life reading those dry tomes, never mind the training? I have ever been a student of Astra. She knew what was possible with spectralic power. I know what is possible. Viralic power is just stronger in certain things. He can do it, but is he willing to pay the price?’

‘What is she talking about?’ demanded Threadfin. ‘Who is Astra? If there’s a faster way, tell me.’

Scatter shook her head. ‘It would take much power to achieve, power you do not yet control. Besides, I had hoped for more time to prepare you.’

Threadfin wasn’t to be deterred now that he smelled a chance. ‘What if I could? If I had the power? I’d pay any cost.’

The Hatavan stood, and walked towards the jagged tumble of green stone that was once an entranceway. She stared down at her feet in silence.

‘Don’t pretend you haven’t thought of it,’ Lorn sneered at her back. ‘You’ve planned it from the first.’ She turned to Threadfin, while pointing at Scatter. ‘She’s always known you could never make it back in time, not by the usual ways.’

‘That’s enough,’ Podral growled.

Threadfin began to pace, half listening, excited there might be a way, frustrated that Scatter wouldn’t tell him. He would find the strength.

‘The cost,’ said Scatter, turning to face him, which ceased his pacing, ‘would be the lives of hundreds of people. Even if you defeat Gog, you will take the lives of thousands to achieve it. The price for your power is life ... and there is a personal cost too. Are you ready to pay any price?’

His excitement faded. I don’t even like breathers, he thought. Why should I care if they die? He didn’t care about himself. He wasn’t sure he liked himself. He did care if others died because of his actions however, and the admission angered him. He could never take the lives of that many, not willingly.

What use was his power, if he couldn’t use it? If Scatter is right, and I don’t use it, Liviana will destroy Icarthya, and she will find Aiyana. Threadfin turned and stalked out of the ruins to walk the long-abandoned streets. Gaping holes that were once windows and doors loomed like watching eyes on either side, leering at him. Enough overgrown stone littered the street that he had to step around or clamber over. He barely noticed, feeling furious and useless. He wanted to walk until he found the world’s end, and then ... 

‘I’ll see to the mounts,’ said Podral behind him. He hadn’t realised the man had followed. ‘You’re not alone in this, you know. We don’t agree with you going back yet, but you’re not alone.’ 

‘I know,’ he whispered, ‘and thank you.’ Not that it mattered.

There was no way to stop Gog in time.

†
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WITHIN TWO HOURS OF departing, they found a raised road of paved stone with drainage ditches on either side. An imperial highway, it connected Icarthya and Byrsa with Tystria, Frayle and Lamedon. It cut through the mountains ahead north, south, and west. Scatter ordered four others Threadfin didn’t know, three men and a woman to watch their flanks, and Wither to scout ahead. He had the feeling there were many more Aidari out there. 

The minor roads linking the highway were nothing more than mud, the landscape devoid of much vegetation except tall grasses. After Wither found merchants’ wagons discarded like toys, Scatter changed course. 

Threadfin’s sydarag was nervous, its head snaking from left to right as though seeking the source of its anxiety. Sydarags were slender beasts with long striped necks, powerful hindquarters. Along with vicious front claws, they had two short horns and rows of short teeth. Lengthy striped tails gave them great manoeuvrability, and a further offensive weapon, but they were sensitive creatures. 

Ignoring his mount’s nervousness as it bounded over the uneven earth on its hind legs, he found himself lost in thought, the bouncing landscape around him non-existent. His thoughts whirled, but at their core was his sister. 

Food was scarce though the group caught and roasted small lizards or rats, and the odd rabbit. On three occasions, they’d come across farms where they bought chicken or duck eggs, cheese, and grolg milk. Threadfin didn’t need to eat every day and was content with his own meagre supply. Over the days, he came to know the other four Aidari a little. The men were Slither, Raze and Tinder. The woman with deep brown skin, was Zane. Another southerner, likely a Paldanar. She seemed to lead the other three. They weren’t the most talkative, apart from Zane who it appeared was Scatter’s equal. When he asked about their odd names, she proved as quiet as the rest.

Four days after having set out, they arrived at a quiet hamlet named Wiltwater. Scatter had coin and bought food, meat for the mounts, several blankets, and spare cloaks. She sent Threadfin, Lorn and Slither to the local tavern to see if they could learn anything, while the rest gathered the supplies. 

Threadfin didn’t ask questions, just sat in a corner with his hood up, and listened. Not a few patrons eyed him askance, but the cry and hue he expected never occurred. After a while, Lorn joined him. She sat so close to him on the wooden bench they were touching, and gave him a sidelong stare. ‘What?’ she asked with a slur.

‘Not afraid you’ll catch the plague?’

‘Hah,’ she said with a laugh, and there was genuine humour in it. 

He liked her laugh. It had a husky sound. You idiot, he thought, she’s a breather and you’re, well, not breathing. 

‘You think we’re all dumb as posts,’ she said with a wink, ‘don’t you. Why’d you hate us living so much anyways?’

The question threw him, but she was watching, waiting for an answer. ‘I don’t, I mean, I used ... I don’t.’ Oh, you rotting sack of bones, just get it together. ‘Just never met any that I liked, I mean, before now.’

‘Hah, well, you’ve chosen a fine lot to start with. Don’t get to liking me mind.’ She gave him a nudge with her elbow. ‘I’m the worst of the lot or didn’t Scats tell you. Got a dark soul in me, or so she says.’

‘I doubt that.’

‘Doesn’t matter anyhow; “It’s not the darkness in one’s soul that makes one evil. It’s the choice to act on that darkness, to surrender to it. Folk giving up is what evil depends on.”’

It sounded like a quote, though not one he was familiar with. She’s thinking a bit too deep for me. It did tell him there was much more to her. ‘You Aidari studied spectralic magic? I got the impression some of you know how to use it.’

‘Perhaps some of us do.’ She frowned. ‘What of it?’ 

‘Just this, if there’s a price for my power, what’s the price for yours?’

A haunted look entered her eyes, her frown deepening. ‘You don’t want to know, trust me.’

He had meant it in a general sense, but he got the impression she had taken it personally, which piqued his interest even more. ‘Oh, but I do. Until recently, I didn’t know breathers could touch magic.’

‘Few can, these days. Why don’t you ask Scats. She likes answering stupid questions.’

‘What is it with you two?’

Her face soured, but then she gave him another drunken wink. ‘A long story, undeader, a very long story. Listen, just be wary of her, okay?’

‘And should I trust you, instead?’

Her face fell, before she shook her head and smiled. ‘No, but then I don’t trust me neither. You know, you’re not so bad for someone with a maggot crawling out his ear.’

Threadfin swore as he tried to pick out the offensive intruder, and found nothing. Lorn was laughing as she left him in search of information.

Over several ales, none of which Threadfin drank while Lorn made up for him – the girl had a blasphemous thirst and managed five tankards in under an hour – they learned that none had seen a Nephilim, or even believed there were any on Adalalcas. A few laughed openly. The events at the capital were known, although the story varied with the teller. What didn’t change in the telling was the imperator was dead and his daughter vanished. 

In every village or town they passed, folks didn’t allow the facts to get in the way of a good rumour, as long as it was believable, unlike rampaging giants. As a result, they heard all sorts of tales from the sickly son murdering his father and abducting his sister, to the conclave in open rebellion. What they didn’t hear was any news of the horde. Threadfin found it impossible such a large force could remain hidden. 

Two days after Wiltwater, they crossed the Noy over a stone arch bridge, twenty-five hundred feet across. There were three vital bridges on the Noy, but there were no legions guarding this one. The Nephilim could cross at will.

True to her word, Scatter insisted on teaching him from the back of a sydarag, which wasn’t ideal for concentration. She didn’t try dissuading him again, though her face was tight with worry. At least her eyes still smiled.

In the far distance, the ground rose to meet the most southern spur of the Wunn Mountains. Grass was sporadic, much of the earth turned to hard mud. Pink winter heliotrope lined frozen waterlogged ditches. Here or there was garlic and yellow flowered groundsel. There was the odd grove of oak or hazel. Beneath these, on the fourth day, they rested for the second time in ten hours. Threadfin’s body was sore and stiff from the saddle, his mind turned to mush from endless lessons.  

Somewhere ahead lay Byrsa, the second city of the imperium. Beyond it to the east, the ground rose to meet Olen’s Gap, a pass used by traders who wished to avoid the roads. Of course, bandits had taken to the mountains instead, that was until a dozen giants took refuge up there. From there down into the eastern grasslands, it would be a week’s ride to the capital.

It still seemed he would never make it. The thought of killing anyone to get there faster forced him to ride, and ride. He stared at the distant haze and the peaks within. The Nephilim force had to be hiding within those mountains. It meant most of the giants were ahead of them. Aiyana was trapped between the horde and the city.

Several times, a flicker of shadow licked his fingers. It would dance across his forearm before dissipating. He examined his palms and arms daily, wondering if he’d finally gotten control of his talent. He kept learning, his determination growing.

One morning, they were traversing a dry riverbed at the bottom of a valley. Scatter had said the River Malk, which ran through Byrsa, was a few leagues south. To the north, the valley wall rose into foothills clothed in spruce. She motioned for them all to dismount.

They stopped to rest their mounts and eat what rations they had, the sydarags foraging amongst the rocks. Omnivores, they ate grass as readily as meat. Podral handed him dried kale from a saddlebag along with battered wrinkled cranberries. There was no more fish. While they ate, a low fog crept from the forest to the north.

Threadfin heard a piercing growl from among the rocks above and the group got to their feet in a hurry, hurling food aside and grabbing weapons. ‘What was that?’ 

‘Quiet,’ snapped Zane, while shoving him to the back of the group. ‘Stay out of this. You’ll be more of a hindrance than a help.’ Scatter stepped ahead of the others with Wither at her side, staring up into the rocks.

‘I warned you, Scats,’ Podral growled, ‘we should’ve gone north east. Byrsa may be the death of us all.’

‘Thought I was the mage you were all waiting for?’ Threadfin grumbled as he let them push him further to the back. He wasn’t sure what he could’ve done. How was he supposed to face this Gog? They didn’t believe he could, but they’d come with him anyway.

Lorn stepped past Slither and Raze, and drew a long double-edged iron dagger from a sheath on her hip. ‘Not yet you’re not, Threads. One wrong move on your part and you’ll unravel. You might just kill us all. I’m not for dying yet, so do as you’re told.’ Worse, she then gave him a smile and a wink. Grim-damn it, but she was confusing. He found himself smiling back, and bit on a curse.

From out of the fog stalked a slinkt. Such forest predators were sleek hunters that preferred to hunt at night. Their high-pitched whines could deafen a man and knock smaller animals dead. This one was different. Strips of shadow clung to it like a ragged coat. Threadfin knew they didn’t stalk people and avoided daylight, and they didn’t look anything like this.

The fog thickened. The slinkt padded closer. As it did, it twisted and moaned, emitting a series of howls that grew into whining screeches. Threadfin stuck a finger in each ear. Okay, he was one of the undead, but he didn’t fancy being a deaf one.

The metamorphosis transfixed him. The animal grew taller, all the while writhing and snapping, blood spattering the rocks. ‘What’s happening?’ With his ears plugged, his voice sounded odd in his head.

Scatter mumbled something.

He pulled his fingers out. ‘What?’ 

‘She said,’ Podral spat, ‘we’re in a shit lot of trouble. Now stay back.’

‘Always knew you’d get me killed, Scats,’ Lorn shouted as she readied to meet the threat with her notched blade. ‘Don’t think I’ll not haunt you, if you do.’

‘Shut up, girl,’ Zane snapped. ‘Keep your eyes open and your mind on your job. You know what to do if this all goes wrong.’

Threadfin wondered what he was supposed to do when it all went wrong.

Moments later, there stood a muscular man where the slinkt had been. Dirty and shivering, blood splotched his body. Canaan Pen Luthus stood close enough for Threadfin to see the goose pimples on his skin. His eyes were wild, and Threadfin saw a spark ignite within them. Liquid fire spread through the veins in his body. Grim-damn it, but his visions were right again.

‘Well,’ Threadfin said, swallowing hard, ‘any of you got any idea what to do next?’

‘Nope,’ said Podral, ‘fresh out of those this morning. Used them all up, yesterday.’ He gave Threadfin a vicious grin and waggled his short sword at him. ‘Going to handle this the old-fashioned way, lad.’

‘Oh, just great.’

‘Get ready to run. Head for Byrsa and bury yourself deep inside the city. Speak to no one. Someone will find you.’

Threadfin took a few steps, trying to push through the cordon to get at Pen Luthus. He owed the bastard, for Tezcat.

Podral grabbed his arm. ‘He’s not alone and you’re not ready to handle even him.’ He shoved Threadfin back. ‘He’s here for you, but we’re not letting him have you, and you are bloody well not going to hand yourself over to him.’

Then they heard it. The rumbling of heavy feet, grunting and growling as tree limbs snapped before a storm of armoured flesh. Perhaps it’s just a foraging party, he thought dryly.

Canaan Pen Luthus pointed his strange dagger at Threadfin. He appeared not to notice anyone else.

Nephilim were approaching from above and from their flank. It was an ambush. The guttural call of giants and their rhythmic pounding of the earth proved too much for the sydarags. They’d been left to forage, their reins loose. They scattered, and with their shrieking added to the growing cacophony, they fled on powerful hind legs, tails snaking behind them.

‘Get him out of here,’ Scatter ordered as she drew her own sword and stepped out in front. Zane joined her. Threadfin blinked as he witnessed Scatter’s form shimmer. He thought his sight was going, as he saw two, no three, no wait, four of the Hatavan woman, or women. He blinked again, trying to correct his vision. Nope, still four, no make that five.

Wither and Podral grabbed hold of him, dragging him backwards. Threadfin resisted at first. ‘I can stop them,’ he shouted. ‘I can do this.’ Both men stopped and turned as a new threat presented itself.

To Threadfin’s amazement, Pen Luthus disintegrated into hundreds of giant spiders. No, not spiders. Nastier, bigger and with only six legs, but he had no other name for them. They rushed over the rocks in a wave towards the Aidari. Six different Scatters swung their swords like mad women. Podral and River impaled the creatures on their blades, but they were too numerous and soon the group was besieged.

He saw the spiders erupt in puffs of ash as they reached Zane, who though weaponless, was not vulnerable. Threadfin knew these folks were breathers, but they had talents of their own. He didn’t believe it, despite his eyes, but had no time to think on it.

More slinkts stalked out of the fog to their right. Their dark blue fur was short giving their bodies a soft appearance. Muscled but lithe, they were strangely beautiful. The illusion ended at the neck, where vicious teeth filled elongated snouts. The whines they emitted were agony. 

With fingers in his ears, Threadfin gawked at them. Horns probed their foreheads and cheeks. Their elongated jaws looked broken. These were definitely not the usual kind. 

Lorn and Wither kicked and stabbed at several spiders, before turning to protect the group’s flank, though neither appeared willing to engage first. Wither then struck with his free arm, and a molten wave rammed into the approaching beasts. Fur and flesh melted from bone as the slinkts fell dead. He then faded and reappeared further away, where he repeated his attack.

Threadfin watched Raze fall beneath a wave of spiders, despite many of their number bursting aflame. Slither fell to a pair of slinkts, although he managed to slip between them emerging bloodied and misshapen, while all the Scatters slashed at the beasts. There were seven of her now, but two were down. Podral Pole was the only one who seemed to not possess any skill but for swinging a blade, and that he did with gusto. Threadfin caught the reflection of approaching giants in the bright gleam of Podral’s sword as he swung it wide, but what he saw was a city crushed underfoot.

Something inside of him snapped. These people were protecting him because he was the one they’d long sought, and he cowered behind them like a frightened child. He couldn’t allow it. They would die for him, and he wasn’t worth it.

He trembled as he felt shadowy tendrils oozing from his pores. He tried to control what he did. It took all his will to not allow his power seize control. The process was arduous and exhilarating. To feel such power coursing through him was beyond description, now that he could wield it. His body darkened as a web of black veins bulged beneath his skin. A dark aura billowed around him like a fluttering cape. He laughed.

He glanced at the reflective surfaces of the swinging blades, taking them all in, in a breather’s heartbeat. This time, instead of a vision, he saw the giants at the edge of the forest above.

Without thinking about what he did, he sent shafts of viralic power into the gleaming swords. Shockwaves rippled through the earth and rock beneath the approaching Nephilim. He was gratified to hear surprised grunts and guttural cries. Screeches rose as fountains of earth shot skyward obliterating many of the spiders. Threadfin sent further shockwaves towards the remaining slinkts, all through the reflections within the sword blades.

He staggered back to find himself alone. The earth around him had blackened, the remaining grass wilted. Then he saw the Aidari scattered about. A lone Scatter’s hair had turned full white and she lay unmoving, the other Scatters incinerated. What he saw of Zane’s face was a mask of blood, her body still. Lorn’s was covered in weeping sores, and as she got to her feet, she gave him the darkest glare, filled with anger, or perhaps hate. No smiles for him now.

He spotted Wither and Raze too. Both looked dead, their forms shrunken in on themselves, their hair white as snow, skin blistered and oozing. Podral lay further off, his body inert. There was no sign of Slither. Closest, lay what remained of River, her skin blackened, her body shrivelled.

What have I done? He stumbled about, lost, and confused. He had no idea what he should do. How could I have done this?

‘Get away from here, deader,’ Lorn hissed at him.

A rumbling sound and enraged growls suggested the giants were not all done for. They were still coming.

Threadfin turned, and fled.
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Trouble Down River

WHEN AIYANA AWOKE, her head felt stuffy, with a thunderous sound in her ears. Stones ground into her hips, and her body felt frozen.

She lay on her back smelling mud. Her eyes teared up as she squinted through a gap in the bushes. The sky was light blue, though rain clouds smudged the edges. Turning her head, she saw water foaming and spitting. 

Shivering, she attempted to rise but keeled over, no feeling in her limbs. She tucked her hands into her armpits and rocked. The worker’s clothes and tattered cloak were sodden. After regaining some feeling, she stood and scanned her surroundings. 

There was a broad boat, abandoned, tilted to the left on its keel. The stern sat inches from the water. Had she been in that boat? Her mind felt sluggish. Sand dunes rose behind her, some twelve feet in height, covered in patches of brown stringy grass, and the odd tall cottonwood.

She stumbled towards the boat and peered inside. It was of dubious quality, the overlapping strakes rotten and cracked, with various bits of fabric clogging holes. Several bronze rivets were missing. Folded blankets and coarse bags littered the bottom between the curved ribs. There were three oars. There should’ve been four.

It all came back to her.

She recognised the boat as a batav or riverboat for transporting light goods. It had been waiting for them a mile south of the river’s headwaters at Willow Lake. The Noy was notorious. In places, traders offloaded goods and transported them by land to another point on the river. It was, however, the quickest route south while remaining unseen. The road to Lame, which lay on its western bank, was a more dangerous option. Where were Cathya and Turol?

One sack began twitching and kicking.

As she fiddled with the rough copper wire, she realised she could now return to Icarthya. She hoped her Darken was okay, but she needed to get back. A kecc emerged, emitting a whine. Leather straps binding its muzzle had loosened. Four legs and a tail followed a long face as it knocked her onto her back.

A type of dog, kecci were closer to slinkts. Icarthian ancestors had crossbred dogs with the predator after innumerable attempts to domesticate slinkts failed. 

She wrestled with it. ‘Shush, shush. I’m not going to hurt you.’ What sort of imbecile put an animal in a sack? Then she remembered having that argument with Turol, before he’d also stuffed her into one. She’d argued that too, kicked and spat, but her Darken had made the decision in the end, to let her out. Since when did she decide everything? Probably around the same time she decided to kidnap me, she thought wryly. Oh, Cath.

The creature’s straps were wet and frayed. She kept a tight grip on its muzzle, to prevent it reaching full pitch. The creature calmed as she petted it. She’d owned one once, but it had kept getting sick. Two months later, her father had forced her to get rid of it. Presently, as she relaxed her grip, it leapt away and ran off.  

Both kecci and slinkts could whine to a pitch that damaged hearing. Food was a good reason to have one, but that didn’t excuse its treatment. Their whines knocked small creatures unconscious, but all kecc owners kept small wads of wax to plug their ears. 

She spotted wads in the bottom of the boat, along with a leash. Searching the other bags, she discovered meagre supplies of double-baked bread, dried fish, and a thick wedge of hard cheese.

Leaning against the boat, squinting in the sunshine, she tore off a piece of fish and chewed. There was no sign of Cathya, the captain, or the smuggler who owned the boat. The current might have carried them downstream. That her Darken was alive was a given. Cathya was headstrong, disobedient, irritating to a fault with a warped logic, but indestructible. 

She remembered the thud of the batav scraping over rocks, four of them struggling with the oars. The boat had lurched and toppled. The world had gone dark.

Patches of grass dotted dunes to the east. Beyond them rose an undulating grey line, which she thought were the Wunn Mountains.

She’d just decided to start looking downriver, when the ground shook. She regained her feet, staring northward. An intermittent thumping resonated beneath her. The vibration bled into her bones. An earth tremor, she thought, but it didn’t feel right. Tremors didn’t produce such a rhythm.

A lone figure broke the horizon, scrambling over the dunes. Aiyana shielded her eyes with one hand. As the figure descended into the shadow of the dunes, she saw it was a man. He wore a blue cloak. A scarf concealed the lower half of his face. 

‘About time, you inconsiderate laggard,’ she snapped, hands on hips. ‘And don’t think I’ve gone and forgotten about—’

‘Get in the boat,’ Turol shouted.

‘What?’

‘Okay then, don’t get in the boat.’ Reaching the batav, he shoved it into the water, grunting. It was no easy task with such a heavy vessel. Batavs were small but broad. He appeared desperate, and then she realised why. Licking dry lips, she turned to look upwards at the dunes.

‘You getting in, princess, or not?’

A thunderous reverberation reached them, much closer now, its cadence equal to those earlier ones. Nephilim. I would’ve preferred an earth tremor. Oh, a grolg’s piss on it anyway, she would’ve settled for a full-blown quake.

She sloshed into the water, clambered over the side, and landed in a heap at the bottom. Several stuffed leaks reopened.

‘Grab an oar.’ The captain glowered at her. He tugged on the scarf and spat over the side. ‘And plug those.’

‘Where’s Cath?’ She tried to stop the leaks, her hands numb from the cold water, and how dare he speak to her that way? Was everyone forgetting who she was? Well, perhaps the act of kidnapping her, not to mention lugging her over his shoulder, had obliterated a few barriers. All the same, her talk with Cathya was going to be unpleasant. For her.

‘I don’t know. I lost sight of her.’

‘We must find her.’

There was a snapping boom. Shapes arced out over the dunes, towards them. 

‘Get down!’

The river exploded. The batav lurched violently. ‘We cannot leave without her.’ Another strike sent spumes of water across them, almost swamping the boat. 

‘They’re not giving us a choice, now are they?’ Turol glanced back as he guided the boat into the rapids. He pulled at the mask and spat. ‘Grab that spare oar. Don’t sit there gawking at them. You’ll be no good to anyone dead.’

Aiyana felt at a loss, but grabbed the other oar. The sun in her eyes, she struggled to see as silhouettes crested the dunes. The Nephilim held long poles. She’d read once that their spawn, imps as a vapidly minded historian once named them, trained for war as soon as they could walk. They started out with staff slings. Nephilim births were said to be rarer than human, but upon reaching adolescence, the children were blooded. Children, she thought, almost laughing. Those imps were as tall as most men, taller.

She couldn’t make out details, but those poles would have ropes attached. Two of them stooped while the staff wielders waited. There was another snapping boom followed by another. 

The batav rocked as it rode the turgid waters. If one struck the boat, they were done.

She then spotted another figure below the dunes, within the gloom. Flame haired and lithe, she raced towards the river, weaving in and out.

Cath.

It was clear now why most missiles had landed short, their boat not the main target. Aiyana struggled to see as the batav lurched again. A spear fell towards the fugitive. It missed by a foot. Another arced down, then another, each closing the gap to within inches. Arrows peppered the sand, missing by a hair. Cathya now varied her dodges left and right, but maintained her speed.

‘Turol, there,’ Aiyana yelled, pointing. 

He angled the boat towards shore. The Darken splashed out into the river as several more arrows fell towards her. She reached the boat, and they hauled her in. Two arrows thudded into the side of the batav, followed by several more eruptions of water.

‘Yana,’ said Cathya teary eyed, though it was hard to tell with water streaming down her face. ‘I’d feared you dead.’ She was fawning over her charge, checking her for injuries as though she’d not nearly died herself.

‘Damn it,’ yelled Turol, ‘use those oars. We’ve no time for girlish kisses. We’re not out of this yet.’

As the river swept them out of danger, Aiyana glared at his back. The soldier’s attitude had deteriorated. He needed a lesson in proper decorum. Perhaps it was just their situation, but she wouldn’t tolerate it for much longer.

She stared at the retreating dunes as their course veered into the dying day. The Noy ended in Lamedon, where it met the sea, but there were falls ahead and they would need to leave the river soon. She glanced at burgeoning grey clouds, the weather fast turning. Forest loomed on either bank, ancient trees stretching branches out over the water. Though more of a heavy mist, the odd fat drop escaped the latticed overhang. Aiyana flinched when one landed on her cheek. 

‘We must turn back,’ she said. ‘We must return to Icarthya. If you refuse, I will jump back into the water right now.’

‘What, no,’ Cathya cried. ‘There’s no going back. Yana, I didn’t bring you out of there to just let you go back.’

‘Is it any safer out here in the wilderness, with giants trying to kill us?’

‘You can rest once we reach Lamedon. Then we will travel overland through a mountain pass. You’ll be safer beyond the borderlands. Listen to me; you’re tired, you’re not thinking straight.’

‘My thinking has never been clearer. The borderlands are just as dangerous. There’s no love there for the imperium. It won’t be much safer.’

‘No one will know who you are. We can hide you.’ 

‘She’s right, you know,’ said Turol from the bow of the boat. ‘We’re just trading one set of dangers for another.’

‘No one asked you,’ Cathya snapped. ‘Yana, I got you out of that city for a reason. Liviana wants the throne and she’ll murder you to secure it. Not to mention this army of Nephilim that will soon descend upon us. Didn’t you just see what happened? They’ve got scouts all over the place.’ The Darken’s short red hair was matted to her skull in dark clumps. Her eyes looked haunted. Cathya rubbed Aiyana’s arms to get warmth into her, but she remained cold.

‘Liviana already has the throne,’ said Aiyana. ‘If she wants me dead, she can send assassins to hunt me anytime. Running accomplishes nothing.’

‘I told you, we can hide you.’

‘To what ... what end?’ She felt odd, and a glance at the chagrined look on her Darken’s face said it all. ‘You, you did it again. I ... I don’t believe ... stupid ...’

‘A smaller dose. I can’t risk giving you too much too soon, but I also can’t risk you trying to escape. I’m sorry.’

‘When ...?’ It had to have been when they’d gotten Cathya into the boat. Spectrum above, she’d not waited a second. The woman was nothing if not dedicated. ‘You ... bitch.’

‘Guess I’ve earned that.’ Cathya watched the riverbank for any sign of their pursuers. 

Aiyana lay back, one arm gripping the rail. It was a smaller dose, the effects slower. She vowed she’d never hug the woman again. She wouldn’t. Slap her, maybe.

‘We will return one day, and you will take the throne back from that usurper, but we need time to organise.’

‘What time ... do you think we ... have?’

‘Why won’t you trust that I know what’s best?’ Cathya sat back, watching the captain guide them through the swift grey waters. ‘This is all much bigger than you realise, you know.’

Now, what was that supposed to mean?

Black ungainly cormorants perched on skeletal trees close to the river. At the water’s edge, among tall reeds, were crested grebes with their dagger-like beaks and dark head plumes. Loud guttural calls followed them downriver as Aiyana fell fast asleep.
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A Patch of Night

THREADFIN RAN IN blind panic and shock. When he stopped at last, and stared back into the night, he caught a glimpse of them. The buggers weren’t giving up. He thought about letting them catch him. It was the least he deserved. He couldn’t fight back without a reflective surface of some sort. Besides, he felt weakened from earlier, and had no desire to repeat what had happened.

A thunderous vibration pursued him. Tremors shot up through his feet, into his withered heart. For a moment, it felt as though it was beating. Odd sensation, that. Reaching a narrow valley, he increased speed, but after splashing through a shallow stream, he halted. He had reached the edge of more woodland. This terrain was unknown to him. He assumed the glow in the distance was the city of Byrsa. For all he knew, the whole forest was ablaze.

The growls and grunts behind him neared. His decaying body protested. Even a viral had limits and running full pelt for seven hours took a toll. In some ways, his kind was stronger than breathers. In others, though, they were weaker. Healing from injuries or recovering from exhaustion was harder. Threadfin turned. Large silhouettes crashed through the undergrowth. 

It was too late.

Returning to the water’s edge, careful to remain upwind of his pursuers, he crouched into a ball. He had no doubt the giants could see in darkness as well as he. They’d never faltered once, since the sun fell. Then again, perhaps they followed their noses. He needed to hide. Staring into the shallow water, its surface reflected enough moonlight for his eyes. Within that liquid swirl, he discerned the rippling shadows of trees, of night’s creatures who’d paused to drink. 

Reaching through the reflections, he gathered those shadows to him. The forest began to shrivel around him. He heard the groan of trees as he sapped their strength, and imagined the leaves wrinkling to dust, branches snapping. He felt the slowing beat of a badger’s heart, and of a hapless slinkt crossing the stream. An unnatural gloom concealed him. He learned in that moment to focus his talent, to reach out and choose. The effort weakened him more. He couldn’t risk focusing on the giants. He might draw their attention to him, and they were too many.

The giants passed, iron boots stomping into cold earth and dead leaves, splashing through water. Trees shuddered. Dead branches and twigs spilled in their wake. 

He peered through the dying bramble at the water’s edge, feeling confident they wouldn’t spot or smell him. He didn’t want to see them either, but felt compelled to look. 

One giant let out a long, throaty roar. Another answered further off, then another. Flocks of rooks and jackdaws, those not overcome by his spell, abandoned their nests, the voices of giants drowning their cries.

He crushed his body into the hollow, unable to take his gaze off them. None taller than nine or ten feet, their pale skin cracked and rippled in the moonlight. These wore little or no armour, perhaps for greater speed. Their faces appeared misshapen. A few possessed broad flightless wings that were expanses of colourless skin. They snapped branches as they lumbered past. Leaves, twigs, and flakes of bark showered him. His spell concealed him, but that was all.

One passed close enough he could’ve reached out and touched it. The patchy bole of a twenty-foot yew was at his back.

In the distance, he heard cries that sounded human. Whoever they were, they were on their own. The giants kept coming, twenty, forty, sixty, before he lost count, but at least a gulac in strength. Due to the self-imposed isolation of the giants, rumour became fact. As the Raddhon natives thundered by, he recalled the worst stories.

Some folk said they reached thick arms through windows and doors stealing children. Others said they took slaves, were lazy and cruel. A few maintained they bred with their slaves to create hybrids, who in turn served them. Others suggested they were a misunderstood and ancient race, who’d become isolated due to the fear and hatred of humans. These latter were a scorned minority, but Threadfin knew what it meant to be isolated, feared, and hated. He felt sympathy for these gigantic beings, but not at the expense of his sister. He would destroy them, to save her.

The last thudded past.

It still didn’t feel safe, and he remained concealed. A strange magic, but he had to admit he was starting to like it. His talent was more extensive than he could’ve dreamed. Scatter’s explanations filled in many gaps, but he knew he had much to learn. How, without a teacher? 

It made him think of the Aidari. Scatter and Lorn had both alluded to ancient tomes, which they’d studied, perhaps relearning lost magic. Living, breathing magi and they served Threadfin Todder, or at least they had. They had proved their loyalty when they’d tried to protect him, and he had killed them. Scatter had warned him of the cost for his power, but like a fool, he thought he knew better. Had he a living heart, it would’ve broken. As it was, a pain not born of anything physical filled his core.

An errant breeze chilled his bones, and he flinched. He didn’t feel cold, which meant this wasn’t natural. Remaining as a stone, he blanked his mind as the shadowy form stepped past. This was no giant. It stood at six feet, no more. Muted flames, glowing a faint blue, smothered it, adding height. He could see the shape of a man within. Pen Luthus was on the hunt. 

The chimera’s gaze cast left and right. It paused and sniffed, holding its position for a moment before moving on. When it had left, Threadfin released the shadows, but remained crouched. A lone wisp clung to his hands and wrists. His flesh absorbed the darkness, like a sponge in black water. His skin became translucent before returning to normal. 

It took some time before he stood, and resumed the trek to Byrsa. 

†
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CANAAN RAN, HEEDLESS of slippery earth or jutting rock. His studded boots gave him purchase, but he resented the effort. His body needed time after the last change, and it wasn’t recovered from the viral’s attack. Still, he touched his angelic core, flames licking his skin and heightening his senses.

Human bodies had such limitations. At first, he had thought it would be easy. This prey was no soldier, raised in a palace surrounded by luxury, not to mention being nothing but a pile of rotting skin and bones. He’d been closing fast too, even in human form. The scouts Gog had sent him, lumbered ahead, but they hunted blind. Todralan hadn’t been alone. Those accursed Aidari made his life difficult. At least, few of them now remained alive, but the viral’s power was lethal.

Rain hammered the earth. Iron-grey clouds threatened the gibbous moon. It was night, and the terrain treacherous. The rain did lessen and the wind dropped, but he had to slow. He had lost his prey.

He spotted Altus off to the right, leading several others towards the eaves of more woodland. It was impossible to find the undead bastard in the dark. Damn Berg, Altus, and the lot of them to the black fires of Oblivion. Thraels were of limited use, but that fool Avitus had insisted on dozens. She had underestimated the readiness, the pure deadliness of their quarry. He also suspected the late arrival of Altus was more than it seemed. Did she think him a fool?

The bulk of this horde was Rephaim, though they had several minor factions in tow. Ironically nicknamed the Dead Ones, they had a vicious reputation, but this Plagueborn had shown what he could do. Dozens of giants had died back there. Canaan began to doubt if Gog could handle him. 

Neither did Liviana have full control over the beasts, as she had promised. Her plan had unravelled from the beginning. He should never have trusted her. Through the Nephilim, she claimed she would lay waste to this world, but what good was that? He knew the Nephilim commander was not far off. Canaan had interacted with several scouting parties and had sent runners back and forth. Her plan would fail and they would be furious. The only way out he saw, was to capture Threadfin and hand him over as promised ... and Liviana along with him.

It might prove enough.

The city of Byrsa lay close. Pen Luthus had given orders for the others to await him there. If Todralan held to his course, he would reach that city eventually. The trap was set. He was alone now, and he would be tiring. He would try to blend in, to disappear into the heart of Byrsa ... where Canaan’s thraels waited.
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Revealed to the Enemy

JOLTED AWAKE, THE princess appeared disorientated. She looked up to find Cathya watching. The Darken sat in the wagon beside her, one they’d procured in an abandoned village, miles from the river. Blankets covered Yana’s waist and knees. 

Cathya was concerned for her, the woman’s complexion pale as she’d slept. She had to be careful with the dosage. No doubt, Yana had suffered those dreams again. She could protect her from most threats, but not those. It irked her, like an itch she couldn’t reach. Protecting this woman was her duty. She lived and breathed her role, even taking to Aiyana’s bed, though falling in love had more to do with that. An unexpected and pleasant twist, and she trusted no man to enter Yana’s life.

Seated at the front was Turol, holding the reins. The grolg’s hairy rump rose and fell as it hauled them at a plodding pace. She wished she could find for them a nice quiet, forgotten corner of the world. Wishes were for fools.

Yana struggled to sit up, but Cathya laid a hand against her breast. ‘You need to rest. You’ve had a gruelling few days.’

‘I hate you.’

Cathya laughed. ‘Do you know how much you’ve told me that over the years?’ Just the imperator had known Cathya’s identity as Darken, and she’d used that direct channel to report on her more than once. Sometimes Sarscha had taken the blame, but not always. She’d done it to protect Yana from herself. The princess was the most headstrong woman she knew, and the bravest.

Aiyana lay back down. Her words were slurred, her eyes a little glazed. ‘I haven’t changed my mind, you know. I’ll get back one way or another, if it takes me months.’ 

Cathya chuckled. She felt a little easier now they were further from danger, five leagues west of Byrsa. She knew what lay waiting back in Icarthya. She knew who Liviana Avitus was, what she was. Aiyana would have died if she’d remained, and that was without bringing Gog into it. Cathya would’ve died protecting her, and in that, she was willing. She had no illusions about defeating Liviana. Cathya Shivar was no match for a harpy, and the First of the Fallen at that. ‘You must learn to trust me, as you used to.’

‘You’re not making it easy. Besides, you’ve been lying to me. What are you not telling me?’

The captain lashed the broad buttocks in front of him, as the wagon lurched uphill. The beast snorted, billowing white puffs from its leathery nostrils. Cathya wrapped the other woman’s cloak tighter, tucking her in and smiled at the scowl she received. She wanted to tell her everything, and opened her mouth to speak the words. Nothing came out.

‘Am I your prisoner now?’

‘You’ve been asleep all day.’ Cathya gave a stiff laugh. ‘I don’t want you falling off, that’s all.’

‘You mean running off.’

‘This isn’t just for your own good, but also for the people you love. If you die, all their hope dies with you.’

‘And you must understand that I am not a child to be coddled and wrapped in blankets.’ She tugged at them, loosening them enough to toss them aside and sit up. She placed her hand to her forehead, appearing dizzy. ‘I am the princess. I will be your imperatrix, the Spectrum willing.’

‘What if the Spectrum isn’t?’

‘For once, you must stop making my decisions for me. Whatever will happen, I must return to my city and my people. You’ve gone too far this time. I thought I could forgive you. Grim-damn you, I’d already forgiven you.’

‘The imperium is large,’ said Turol over his shoulder. ‘Your people populate it for hundreds of leagues in all directions. What about them? You don’t need to be in the capital to be with your people.’

‘You’re right,’ she conceded, ‘but the capital is the heart and Liviana is ripping it out. Once the capital falls, the rest follows. I must face that woman and stop her.’

‘You’re not a fighter,’ said Turol, whipping at the grolg, ‘that much I can verify.’

‘No, but I’m a leader.’ 

‘True, but you cannot ignore that Liviana has an army at her command, and is a formidable opponent. You do not understand what is happening.’

‘The imperial marshal is leading her legions home,’ Yana snapped, ‘and she’s my marshal, making them my legions. Therefore, Liviana isn’t the only one with an army, and I should be at its head. How can I allow others to fight for me, and then just arrive after the fact?’ That Aiyana hated her sister was a point Cathya knew better than to point out. 

‘Yana,’ she began, deciding it was time to tell her at last. She’d waited this long to protect her, but if she knew the truth, she might listen to reason. ‘There’s something about me you don’t know, about everything that’s happening—’

A wind stirred around them. Cathya felt the hairs on her body stand on end as though lightning fingered the air. There was no other sign of a storm. A gust buffeted the wagon.

‘We’re not alone,’ noted Turol as he whipped at the grolg with the reins. The beast grumbled as it increased its pace. They crested a hill, and the wind became a gale. 

The captain brought the wagon to a halt and drew his sword, jumping to the ground. 

‘What’s wrong?’ shouted Yana over the rising wind as she got to her feet, shakily.

Cathya grabbed hold of Yana and shoved her. The woman toppled over the edge, just in time. 

‘Get out of the wagon,’ cried Turol, as he frantically scanned for their enemy. ‘Cathya, get out!’

†
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CATHYA OPENED HER EYES to a distant whirring. It was irritating, persistent. She felt as though her body floated. 

Until she collided with hard ground. 

Slowly, she rolled on to her side. Her throat burned and each breath was agony. She was on the deck of a boat, or a ship, wood beneath her hands. No, she’d been on a wagon, with others.

‘Yana,’ she croaked.

Nausea swept through her. She moved her head, and the feeling worsened. Spasms first, and then pain sliced through her shoulders. The birthing protrusions grew a few inches, ripping her clothing. She couldn’t see them, but felt them as something stabbed her from the inside. She felt them enlarging, moving. Blood dripped on to the shattered wood. From puberty, she’d known her true self, and that a force resided within her. Though she’d continued to live her life as a human, it was always there beneath the surface.

‘Get up!’

She ignored the voice. Her limbs were weak, her body desiring unconsciousness. 

‘Now would be a good time ... if you’re not too ... busy.’ The words sounded bitten off, as though the person saying them was under exertion.

She pushed herself to her knees. The pain in her shoulders worsened. Her body went into spasm again, and she screamed. I’m being reborn, she thought. So much for remaining hidden, but perhaps the time to reveal themselves had arrived.

The protrusions forced their way through muscle, skin, and fabric. Her tunic and cloak hung from her like strips of old skin. Her spine cracked and both shoulders were dislocated.

‘Cathya,’ called a strained voice. ‘You must fight through it.’

The wings emerged, slippery as freshwater eels. They unfurled as she knelt on one knee. Her vision was returning. She saw splintered wood, studded with iron nails. The wagon was in pieces, but part of the wagon bed was intact. About her were spatters of blood in a splayed pattern. 

The wings flapped, her blood clotting between raven feathers. She felt the wounds close and balance return, as blood rushed to her head and limbs. She felt anger and love, hate and empathy, all in impossible cohesion. Both human and angelic emotions roiled and combined in a heady fusion.

She stood, head clearing, vision fresh. Turol battled seven opponents among the remains of the wagon with a dozen bodies littering the earth. Many lay in the direction of the treeline behind her. The grolg was dead and there was no sign of Yana. For once, she was glad the woman had run.

Turol’s wings held her transfixed as he slashed with them, and blocked blows as if feathers were iron. His movements graceful, his assailants struggled to pin the Angelborn down. Two of them ducked past. They were trying to reach the treeline, to go after Yana.

Cathya examined her own wings as they fanned outward. They felt exhilarating. She stood in their path. Let them try.

A blade of fire sliced at her. She ducked. Part of her face rose towards flaming steel, stretched outward as though dragged out of time. The attacker ripped at her with the weapon a second time. Her left wing rose and blocked the blow. He fell back. 

‘That’s it,’ shouted Turol. ‘These bastards won’t hold against two of us.’

Fury rose within her, and with it came a wind that buffeted them as they fought. A thunderous hail turned the hard earth to mud and as her wrath turned ferocious, so did the storm. 

Her opponent couldn’t match her. Her anger curdled the air around her forming a funnel. Focused, she felt terrible and wonderful. She grabbed the thrael. The pulsing beat of her wings quickened, as she rose into the air to savage him within the heart of a tornado. Once the winds slackened enough, she let the limp body drop to the earth. The thraels used shards, which gave them magical powers for a brief time, but they were all too human.

Another approached, a woman. This one cupped her hands close to her breast, which had a soul shard embedded in it. It was the most powerful and fatal use of a shard. When her hands parted, a billowing fire exploded towards Cathya. Screeches announced the voracious cloud of flame as it struck her. The ethereal birds within were wreathed in orange tongues. They clawed and pecked at her face and torso. Landing, she sheltered beneath her wings. They enfolded her body until the assault passed. When it was over, tendrils of smoke rose from her wings and body, patches of her skin red and blistering.

The budding storm reached a peak, Turol no doubt adding his own rage. Leaves and branches whirled within the maelstrom. 

‘My turn, now,’ she whispered, and then launched herself at the female thrael. Blood spattered her face, blurring her vision. Whether it was hers or the woman’s, she didn’t know or care. 

She rose into the air to spot any sign of Yana. It seemed she had gotten it wrong after all. No, she couldn’t hide the princess from her enemies. She would follow her instead and keep her alive for as long as possible. After all, it was all she had ever wanted. 

Her wings folded, and she fell to earth with bone shattering force. With her rage dissipating, weakness flooded her. The storm died. It was the first time she’d ever used her angelic powers, and it drained her human form. It would take time to adjust.

She searched among the wreckage of the wagon and the dead, making certain, but there was no sign.

‘She’s gone,’ said Turol as she approached the captain who lay a few feet away. ‘I saw her run off towards the trees. They never reckoned on me, hah!’ He spat up some blood.

‘Then we must go after her.’ 

Her companion lay sprawled on his side. His left leg was missing below the knee, leaving a bloodied stump, and his torso was a riven mess. She examined him, and then shook her head. ‘I’m sorry.’ She stood and turned. ‘I have to go. I have to find her.’

‘We are revealed to the enemy. There is no more need for running and hiding. You can stand by her side and protect her. Let her do what she must.’

This was an old argument she’d had with both Turol and Saelos over the years. The fourth, their commander, had kept silent on the issue. She stopped and turned. ‘What are you saying?’

‘Go after her, but do not ... try and stop her. Let her do ... what she has to.’ He gestured weakly at the carnage about them. ‘Look at this. You were wrong. Look at what it ... has bought us.’

She stared into the tree line and the gloom within. No longer could she hide the truth from herself. She’d let personal feelings cloud her judgment. She had convinced the others that her actions were for the greater good. They had been nothing but selfish. The dangers Aiyana faced were great, but it wasn’t Cathya’s place to deny her right to face them.

Her shoulders sagged. ‘How do I retract these Spectrum-forsaken things? I can’t go about like this, revealed or not.’

Turol gave a gruff laugh, spitting more blood. ‘It gets easier.’

‘You’ve done this before, I take it.’

He nodded.

She bit her lip, concentrating on the wings, on their shape and size. She willed them to retract, but nothing happened. Then she relaxed and just ... let go. Electrical spasms as though miniature lightning bolts lanced through her. ‘Grim’s own blood,’ she swore. It wasn’t as bad as when they’d emerged at least.

She listened to the drip of her blood, but didn’t care. A war, hundreds of millennia old, waged across the Spectrum, but here on this world was the new front line.

She glanced at the bodies of the thraels. They appeared ordinary. Several were dressed in plain woollens. Liviana would never have sent such a pathetic force if she’d known Angelborn guarded the princess, unless ... she didn’t intend on killing her. Oh, Spectrum above, the woman wanted her to escape. She wants Yana to come to her.

Turol was staring up at her, without blinking. His chest didn’t rise and fall. They had been four to begin with. Now, they were two, but he had other concerns. No, this task was hers alone. She needed to survive long enough to see it through. 

She didn’t bury the dead, though her heart ached to leave Turol’s body there. There was no time. At least his angelic soul would survive. They would meet again, one day, for the war was not over.

After all, it wasn’t just a princess they sought to save. Not even the humans, though she’d learned to love them, and Yana most of all.

It was existence itself.
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Ghost Hunters

THREADFIN RAN, HEEDLESS of pitfalls. The moon gave enough light for his eyes, but folds in the earth hid pockets of pitch blackness. Healing was difficult for a viral, broken bones the worst, but he didn’t care. If they caught him, it would be the least of his problems. Tunic and cloak clung to him, sodden and uncomfortable. The night closed in, reaching for him with grasping fingers. Once or twice, he stumbled, and that was when the night closed. Though his body escaped its touch, his shadow, which fled alongside him, didn’t.

Blackness enveloped him like a claustrophobic shroud. He wanted to hide and realised his powers obeyed his wishes. He thought of being free, of being untouched, imagined it in his mind. 

The shroud receded.

He halted, leaning against a tree, his body protesting. Mine is a dark soul, he thought. He’d known he was Plagueborn, but not that he had such dark power within him. His touch drained life. At least, it did if he attempted anything worthwhile. He was dangerous. How much control could he master over this magic? For now, he had no desire to experiment. Scatter’s lessons, he realised, had been too few. She’d been right. He wasn’t ready. 

It was raining hard, but a low fog crept between trees and jagged stumps. He’d entered a partially depopulated area of birch and elm, untouched forest further in. This close to the city, farmers cut back the woodland in places, such metropolises nothing more than voracious beasts.

His body felt weak, bones creaking, and his skin felt tight, stretched, and ripped in places. His power gave him this half-life, but his body was still rotting. He turned and stared back the way he came. The night was silent with no sign of pursuit. To his right was a line of hills, and the city below them. Placing a hand against an elm, he steadied himself. Having escaped Lame, he wasn’t comfortable with the idea of another city. The last one had been a prison and he wondered if this one wouldn’t prove worse. He needed a mount, a fast one, and the city garrison was the one place he was going to get it. Stealing was his speciality, or well, at least he was some way good at it.

Shadows gathered to him of their own accord. No, he didn’t control it yet. Whether the shadow of a tree, a mouse, or the shade of a crow, they all converged on him, the life of their owners drained. His own, visible in the sporadic moonlight, bulged and joined with these others. It held his shape, pulsating a hair’s breadth from his grey hide. His shadow fed on the life of the forest. He felt warmth and vigour enter his bones, though it sickened him. It obeys me, he thought, when it suits. Imagining his magic having a will of its own, frightened him.

Coils of blackness clung to his skin, pulsing with life. On impulse, he examined his hands, his body, and saw through himself. He wasn’t invisible, but it was like looking through tinted warped glass. Scatter had suggested he could enter other worlds. He was starting to believe. 

Glancing up, he spotted something within the fog and rain. Within an untouched part of the forest, a wan shape stumbled between the trees. Strangling thorns and tall ferns hampered his view, but it looked like a man. The trees were silent but for the odd creak and the pat patter of raindrops on leaves. 

It was a disjointed movement, at walking pace. The exaggerated steps suggested running. It was as if the figure moved through a slower time. As he watched, he felt sick. His legs grew leaden, and he leaned against the elm for support. What he saw was a distorted reflection through the fog and rain. Never had his visions presented this way, and somehow, he knew, this time it wasn’t of the future. If he wasn’t insane, it meant he was standing at a border between worlds. He wondered what it would take to cross over. No, I’m not ready for that.

The ethereal figure didn’t slow or speed up, but kept the same monotonous pace. Behind it, also moving in a fragmented fashion was a woman. With a twist of his shrivelled gut, he recognised Shakti, the old healer. A ghastly host followed. 

The ghosts yelled in silence, mouths wide in a yawning gesture. They fled something. Some of them spotted him and Shakti’s eyes widened. She moved slower as though time was coming to a halt.

Others appeared in the background, but their forms were fainter. The slow rush came closer. 

Threadfin knew he was looking at the full dead. Scatter had said the Spectrum contained other realities, not just worlds. Existence didn’t just mean life, and the proof of it was before him. Though dead, these spirits existed.

Dead children dodged between older ones, appearing to move quicker than the adults, if not in normal time. The young caught hold of the old by hand or leg. They tugged and pulled, desperate to move faster. Shakti was weeping. The healer’s face was haggard, with a lost look. Her fear was palpable. A pale child tugged at her as Shakti looked at Threadfin, dead eyes accusing.

Dark forms with wings prowled beyond the ghastly mob. These were predatory. Winged shades neared their prey with each second. 

The ghosts reached him.

Shakti’s spirit washed over him. A thrill rushed through his body. Frost formed on his dead skin and though it caused him no harm, he was aware of the depth of such cold. Without question, it would’ve stopped a breather’s heart.

Winged shapes leapt from above. One snatched a ghost from its slow run, then another. The spirit of a little girl ran towards Threadfin, arms outstretched, eyes bulged. Her scream was soundless, but he thought he heard the whisper of her cry. It might’ve been the wind. A vast form enveloped her. The hunter’s ghostly jaws snapped shut. She was five feet away from him, and the deception of safety. Her body dissolved in a flurry of black wings.

Threadfin crawled on hands and knees to get behind a tree, to put something between that and himself. It wasn’t fear that assailing him, but guilt, helplessness.

When he next looked past the tree, nothing moved. The shadows that had enfolded him had vanished. His own appeared unremarkable, and it faded as leaden clouds devoured the moon. A thin film of frost remained on his skin, proof, as if he needed any.

He’d seen the dead flee, hunted by ... by the nameless Darkness, Nalrost had discovered. It had to be. He clutched at the silver crucifix about his neck. He’d considered giving himself up, to save his sister, but now he knew it for foolishness. The Darkness would win, devouring this world once he was full dead, and Aiyana along with it.

He lay on the frozen mulch beneath the tree, staring downhill towards the glow of a city. It seemed he wouldn’t need to return to Icarthya after all. The Nephilim hunted him, which meant Gog knew where he was. All he need do was enter that city and wait. Gog would come for him.

He would make an end of it there, and then he would find Liviana Avitus and deal with her. Perhaps then, Aiyana would be safe.

He longed for a simpler time, when they were children. When all they did was run riot throughout the palace, play pranks and laugh.

What he wouldn’t give to have that time back again.
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A Piglet and Three Slinkts

Year 906YC, seventeen years earlier

THREADFIN GRIPPED HIS sister’s hand, sweat trickling between their fingers in the summer heat. Huddled together, they watched the men and women gather below. Many of them were ancient, wrinkled and bent with white hair or no hair at all. One, who was younger with hair in long dark braids, glanced up towards the gallery.

Both children ducked. They held their breaths, waiting to see if someone would come. It had been Liviana Avitus, the youngest conclavist in history. She was the talk of the city, though Threadfin didn’t understand why. He didn’t like the way she looked down her nose, the way she seemed not to see him.

Aiyana giggled and her brother grinned. She didn’t seem to mind Avitus, suggesting she might be a good fit for their father, though pockmarks marred the young woman’s face from a childhood condition. Avitus had flirted openly with the imperator, but Markus Olen hadn’t appeared to notice. Threadfin didn’t know much about flirting. Aiyana did.

His sister had a small leather-bound book in her left hand, one finger wedged between the crinkled pages. Paper. That book alone was worth a fortune since Atlantis had disappeared two years ago. Some folk said the sea had swallowed the island. Others suggested giants had smashed it to dust. He wondered what she was reading, but instead whispered, ‘Where is grandfather? I don’t see him. We can’t do this if he arrives.’

‘I don’t know, but father won’t be here.’

‘Why not?’ It was normal for at least one Todralan representative to attend conclave gatherings.

‘I’m not sure,’ she replied, trying to appear all knowing and regal, ‘but I heard father saying something about an attack in Lame, in the borderlands. A full cohort was slain I think, and some Redcloaks too. Not that they are any loss. Some sort of creature, or something. I think he was just looking for an excuse. You know father hates politics. Anyway, today is probably nothing important,’ she added judiciously. ‘Old people always talk about nothing. It’s our best chance.’

‘They’ll tell him when he returns.’

‘No, they won’t, not if they don’t see us, and neither will Sarscha. She’s got blade practice for another two hours. Swords, I think. I’ve planned this out, like last time.’

‘Last time we got caught.’

‘Just trust me.’

She let go of his hand and crept ahead towards the broad marble stairs. She listened, watched, and then signalled for him to follow.

Outside, the day’s heat was oppressive, for breathers anyway. It was not yet midmorning. Threadfin stood in the shadows. He’d pulled the cowl of his linen tunic over his head, a cloth mask covering his nose and jaw. He wasn’t old enough to wear the traditional dalba, a ridiculous cloak thing, which covered everything. Customary for a Todralan beyond the palace walls. 

Aiyana was of age, but she always managed to wriggle out of it. She was good at doing that. The dust of the streets, mingled with the stench of the sewers, meant most citizens wore masks. Adding the grolg and sydarags fouling the streets not to mention pigs, fowl, and the skunks held in their pens at the far side of the city, meant father was irritable on hot days. Grandfather would rebuke such criticism, saying it was the smell of trade, of a living imperium. He should embrace it, and not grumble. Their father never took such criticism well. 

Close by, a ring of tanned children in faded rags joined hands. They danced in a circle of dust, singing. Threadfin wished he could join them. He knew the rhyme, and found himself mouthing the words.

A white stone

A blue stone

A green stone

Four

A cloud stone

A sun stone

A star stone

Eight

Spectrum guide and Spectrum hide 

Inside, outside 

A Shathra Stone gate

Children also raced about playing Whip the imp or imperator’s limp, both games being much the same, while traders hollered and bickered. Older men sat smoking pipes while playing Soul & Fury on wooden or cloth boards, or The Gorgon & Grim, a game strictly for Muckers. Throughout was a bustle of activity that said the city was alive with purpose and promise.

He watched as his sister stood on a street corner, her friend Cathya holding her book for her. She nattered with local boys, who didn’t know who she was. Then again, maybe they did. Threadfin saw the way their leader, a boy of ten, seemed in awe of her. He smiled at her shyly. Several of them appeared pale, scratching at open sores on their arms. There had been minor outbreaks of sickness. Threadfin knew it bothered Aiyana, if not why.

Dressed in a borrowed servant’s tunic, her legs and arms exposed, his sister appeared as another runt from the Muck, if a little less dirty. He knew he could never do the same. His appearance had grown worse the last few years. Even in the Muck, folk considered virals lower than animals, not that many believed they existed. Rumours he suffered a skin condition had spread throughout the population, and Aiyana did her best to encourage such tales. ‘Better a skin blight than angry mobs trying to kill you,’ she’d told him once, and he couldn’t find fault with her logic. People thought Plagueborn responsible for all maladies.

‘Why do they hate me?’ he’d asked once.

‘They don’t hate you,’ she’d answered patting his head. ‘How can they, when they don’t know you?’

‘Well, I don’t like them.’ Aiyana had discovered a non-infectious skin disease in her books to explain his appearance. He didn’t recall the name, and didn’t care. Breathers didn’t matter to him, nor what they thought. She was all he had in the world. All that mattered.

The lead boy held out his hand and she placed three silver coins into his palm. After a debate, she added a fourth. Scrips were all Muckers could earn. It was illegal for them to have coin. She always took risks. Grinning, the boys broke up and mingled with the market crowd. 

Skipping back to her brother, Aiyana wore the biggest grin. ‘They’re greedy, but I can’t blame them. Cath and Rylana have agreed to help, though I think Rylana’s going to chicken out last minute. She always does, but she does insist on being included. Least those children can buy something to eat now. I gave them enough for several months.’ She spoke as though she were many years older rather than a few.

‘If they get caught with it, they’ll end up in the dungeons.’ That idea didn’t bother him much. He didn’t like how they’d smiled at her, especially the lead boy.

‘Not the first time they’ve had coin. They know to use it outside of the city with the foreign merchants.’

‘What about the others?’

‘Others?’

‘Like me. We’re helping them too, right? Not just, I mean, not just ... them.’

‘I help all who I can,’ she said, and he knew she wasn’t telling him something. ‘Their lives are worse than ours, after all.’

‘You mean their fathers are nastier?’ Why did she care? They were breathers. So was she, but that was different. He didn’t how, but it was.

She threw a thin arm around him and hugged him, kissing his shredded cheek. ‘No, they just don’t have any big sisters like me to look after them.’

‘No, I suppose they don’t.’ Even if they had big sisters, none could compare. She was his, and no one else’s. Sarscha didn’t count.

‘Let’s go, they promised it would happen soon.’

‘Won’t they just run off with the coin?’ Most of them were thieves from what he saw of them. He didn’t like thieves.

‘They’re poor but honest, and they know who I am. They’d never squeal. Besides, no one important listens to children, and never to Muckers.’

‘Better hope father doesn’t find out. He always seems to know things, no matter what you say.’

‘Here,’ said his sister, holding out her hand. Resting on her palm was a small piece of dull metal and a piece of cord. ‘A boy gave it to me. He told me it would protect me. I think he likes me, but his ears are too big.’

Like smaller ears would make a difference. ‘He’s a Mucker, Aiy. You’ve got to remember who you are.’ That boy had been leering at her, he was certain.

‘Like I can forget,’ she said with a wry twist to her mouth. ‘Can’t I just give my little brother a present?’

‘Don’t you want it?’

She grinned. ‘Your life is worth more to me, even if it’s only half a life. I never want anything to happen you, Fin. They call it a crucifix. Some say one of the Angelborn, her name was Etruria, that she was nailed to one. It was long ago after a big battle. She protects soldiers and such, but I think she’ll make an exception for you. Don’t let anyone see it. The paladins have banned them. They say they’re blasphemous. Father would be apoplectic.’ She giggled.

Threadfin didn’t know what that last word meant, or that other one, but then she was always using fancy words. She spent half her time in the libraries. He placed it around his neck and tucked it beneath his tunic. He would value it for as long as he existed. Not because of what it was, but because she had given it to him, because the Church had banned it. Threadfin didn’t like paladins much. Patriarchs of the Church, they didn’t like virals, always denouncing them. He thought he knew what that word meant. It wasn’t anything good, anyway.

Once they’d settled back into their spot on the narrow gallery, they waited. Rylana had chickened out as predicted. She’d never gotten over that whipping.

Half an hour passed before the first screech and guttural whines erupted. From a small doorway in the apse of the chamber, a piglet and three juvenile slinkts emerged. The piglet squealed in terror as it dodged between pillars and wrinkled feet. The predators, no more than a year old, gave chase. Even at that age, vicious teeth filled their narrow snouts, although when young, their piercing whines were ineffective. The conclavists shouted or yelled, with the odd screech thrown in. A guard managed to skewer one slinkt with a spear.

Men and women yelled, hitching their cloaks and tunics, leaping atop their seats. One or two fled towards the main entrance, looking to escape. Two conclavists collided and ended in a heap with a snarling slinkt leaping over them. One young woman, however, stood stock still throughout. Liviana Avitus stared up at the gallery, with a deep frown.

In the shadows above, Threadfin, Cathya and Aiyana laughed until it hurt. It was a great day.

They fled out into the street, in hysterics, losing themselves in the stink and furore of the city, young and happy, and oblivious.
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Byrsa

Present Day

WHAT SHOULD’VE TAKEN a few hours to reach the city had become two days. During that time, a bone chilling cold had descended on the land. Bone chilling, that was, for a breather. 

Threadfin shuffled towards Byrsa at the back of a ragged line. Hunted without mercy, he’d gone devoid of rest. The Nephilim had rediscovered their prey’s whereabouts, and had stood between him and the city. He’d almost abandoned Byrsa, but out there in its hinterland, he didn’t stand a chance. It felt as though his body might fall apart any moment, a pile of skin and bones all there would be to say he’d existed. It had taken all his skills to elude them, as he had not dared touch his magic again.

Above a line of blue hills and mountains, behind him to the east, the moon appeared. A red tinge marred its yellow bulge. Soldiers herded stragglers towards the city. Darkness had descended an hour ago and the city’s garrison looked nervous. They would soon shut the eastern gates. The hastily repaired walls on this side would’ve given the most optimistic soldier pause. Byrsa’s walls were not as strong as Icarthya’s, although there was a defensive ditch between the outer and inner wall. The towers were large and round with artillery pieces too. However, some of the towers remained damaged.

Built hundreds of years after Icarthya, Byrsa was the second city. His father had neglected the repairs over those in the capital, never mind upgrading defences. Funds spent elsewhere, confident in the security of his rule. Byrsa’s own governor was said to have squandered a fortune.

Some waiting to enter bore horrific wounds. Carried on a stretcher was a woman, her face pale, and Threadfin caught a glimpse of bloodied stumps. The blanket covering her was splotched red. Wet snowflakes landed on blue tinged lips and eyelids. 

Other men aided a soldier. Something had shredded his boiled leather armour as though paper. Open flesh quivered, strips of skin dangling from the wounds. It was as though an otherworldly whip had scourged him. The whiteness of his face suggested he wouldn’t last either.

Threadfin kept his head down. Am I really the one to save them? It occurred to him, by entering the city, he was condemning them all. In that moment, he didn’t feel too powerful. He would find a mount, and leave as quick as he could. 

He kept in step with an old trader and his sons hauling a laden cart. About them folk dismantled tents or loaded wagons. There had been a market outside the city, and from the faded grass, it seemed to have once stretched a half mile from the gates. Several bronze torches mounted on the walls cast slithering shadows across the edges of a shantytown, which had grown around the market. He noted several wooden inns, whorehouses and shops, all abandoned. There was also a jumble of slum dwellings off to his right. The Muck Quarter had bulged like a blister, spreading beyond the walls.

Placing a hand on the cart, he pretended to push, unnoticed by the men at the front. He tugged his cowl lower.

The blue-cloaked guards appeared to ignore the people, while chivvying them through the gates. It was clear they didn’t wish to remain outside. At least these were ordinary spearmen of the Actaeon Guard, and not Redcloaks. The cart hopped and rattled, copperware dented from the rough road. He entered Byrsa through the broad torch lit arch. The guards didn’t notice him. He didn’t think they noticed anyone.

Within a few minutes of his entering, they ushered in the last, shutting the iron gates of both inner and outer walls. A mechanism within the gatehouses drove heavy iron bars into drilled stone. A new response to a new threat, he supposed. He wondered if the gates would discourage a determined Nephilim assault. For that matter, would the walls.

At first, he continued pushing the cart, but caught himself and stopped. The trader and his sons became lost in the swell of refugees.

His first impression of Byrsa was surreal. It was similar to Icarthya in many ways and that alone made him stand and stare. He’d last seen these streets as a ten-year-old, when he’d held his sister’s hand inside a gilded carriage. His father had ridden out front, on a barded white sydarag. Ironically, an honour guard of exemplars had surrounded the carriage. His grandfather, Olen Quintus, had been imperator then. One of the few times, he’d been outside the capital as a child.

Byrsa’s basalt paved streets were now littered and dirty. Someone had removed many of the stones, leaving treacherous holes. Few torches lit the street, but here or there was a brazier with glowing coals. Breathers in rags huddled about these, seeming desperate, dangerous. 

Across the river within the wealthier quarters, hills rose towards the Blue Palace. Here houses upon either side were in disrepair, ochre yellow or red stucco facades crumbling. A few had roofs of overlapping red tiles, others grey slate. These had shattered onto the street below. Most were wooden and suffered gaping holes. Some of the buildings also had lead gutters and pipes, which channelled rainwater into barrels, but those had iced over. Byrsa was under siege, no matter that no army camped outside.

He felt powerless, not a little tired, and lacking something. The crowd entering the city dissipated. He walked alone gazing at the buildings, until he reached a broad square. On wide gallows lit by torchlight, bodies hung. These had to be deserters. 

Below the dead, traders hollered beside anaemic carts selling mouldy cheeses, stone hard breads, and dogs or rats strung up by the neck. Others bellowed high prices by rickety stalls, or haggled with prospective customers. There were shops too, wares sparse. It was late in the day for trading, but none showed any sign of going home. At the front of his forge, a blacksmith with huge sweaty arms paused his hammering, to watch him go by. He saw a goldsmith and two younger men loading a wagon. Several hired toughs in leather armour and short swords stood around it. They watched him too. 

Bread had risen to half a bronze talent or a hundred coppers, half a week’s wage for a soldier and eight hundred scrips for a Mucker. Children dodged between stalls and carts, stealing. A rotten apple cost twenty-five coppers, one trader informed him, fifty times the original price. He described it as ripe.

Beyond the square, in Byrsa’s southern quarters, the streets were mud. Detritus covered the earth with the odd body, living, and not. Snow was patchy, there having been a few light falls, but most of it was trodden into frozen brown slush. There were a few inches of white on the rooftops. Soldiers prowled on sydarags. There were fewer torches and braziers here, the streets narrower.

He became aware of a pair of sydarags emerging behind him from a side street. 

‘Lost?’ shouted one rider. Both soldiers wore segmented iron armour, stained blue, which was the colour of the Byrsa garrison, along with faded blue cloaks. Embroidered on the breast of each cloak was a blue feather upon a white background, the city’s sigil. Both men held a seven-foot iron tipped spear, slanted skyward, butts resting in a holder on the right stirrup. One wore a steel helm with nose and cheek guards.

‘Out stealing I bet,’ said the other. ‘We hang thieves you know. That’s after we gut ’em. You a thief?’

Threadfin shook his head.

‘Look at that face. On the streets up to no good all your life, I bet. Not from ’round here though. You a long way from home? You a mute or something? Did a Nepho eat your tongue?’

Threadfin felt relieved they thought him a lowlife. ‘I work for a copper trader,’ he mumbled, keeping his head low. ‘His name is ... Felps, ah, Podral Felps.’ Copper was no longer in demand, the trade considered mediocre at best since imports from Atlantis had ceased. It would explain his decrepit appearance.

‘Move it, thief,’ growled the first soldier, ‘before we change our minds and string you up. Haven’t hung anyone for a couple o’ days. Getting bored. Could stick that ugly head o’ yours on a spike.’ 

‘Yeah,’ agreed the other, ‘that last bitch didn’t half squeal, ’til we cut her head off. Do you squeal, thief?’ He gave a harsh laugh.

‘Like a stuck pig,’ answered Threadfin with a chuckle. He thought they were joking. Soldiers possessed a dark humour. He hoped they were joking.

‘Careful,’ warned the first man. ‘We’re watchin’ you.’

They turned their mounts around.

‘See that face?’ said the second soldier.

‘Mother kissed a warg’s ass I bet.’

‘Master’s fist, more like ...’

Threadfin hurried on, making it appear he’d somewhere to go. He halted as something crossed his path. It vanished so quick, he wasn’t certain he’d seen it. Then, in his peripheral vision, something moved. When he turned his head, it wasn’t there. It remained as a ghostly apparition, always on the edge of sight. Had one of those ghosts followed him, or was it his magic playing tricks on him? ‘Perhaps,’ he muttered, ‘I’m just going insane. Now, wouldn’t that beat all?’ He resumed walking, trying to ignore it. 

Some of the wealthier inns would have sydarag stalls. He would steal one there. No way was he going near any garrison now.

The streets narrowed further. He broke into a hurried walk, until a tall figure stepped into his path from an arched alleyway.

‘Greetings, Todralan,’ said a male voice, ‘though I hear it is, Todder, these days.’

Threadfin hesitated, unable to make out any features, these streets in deep shadow. Maybe these were Aidari. ‘How do you know me?’

‘We’ve been waiting for you. Come with us.’

He took a step back. If he were to run, would this person chase after him? Would he get away? Would the soldiers help him, or them? ‘Where am I going to?’

‘Back there,’ gestured the figure into the gloom of the alley. 

‘You know, I don’t think I will. I’ve got somewhere else to be. Don’t like dark alleys. Give me the creeps, like strange folk who don’t introduce themselves. Rude is that.’ Why, oh why couldn’t he watch that mouth of his?

The stranger stepped towards him. A torch flared into life. Looking into that face, Threadfin knew he was in trouble. It was the eyes. You could always tell a breather’s intentions by their eyes. The man had close cropped white hair and a narrow face, but the eyes were hard. He wished he’d paid closer attention to Scatter’s lessons, his powers as distant as his destination. He needed a reflective surface. Those eyes were as dry as biscuits. None of them wore anything suitable, no bared blades. 

He turned to flee, but stopped short. Two Icarthians and a red-haired Raddhonar, the human sort not the giant, barred his way. Few folks from Eladaldor, except for merchants, came this far north, and this Raddhonar didn’t look like any merchant.

‘Where are you going?’ asked the first man.

‘Ah, have to find someone.’

‘But you have found someone.’

‘Wasn’t looking for you. Too ugly, need someone prettier.’

The man laughed. ‘Used to having everyone jump at your command, eh?’

‘No, not really.’

‘You’ll find none of that tripe here.’

‘Well,’ he said, not caring if his mouth got him in trouble since he seemed knee deep already, ‘I didn’t exactly think you were going to put out a nice spread and a show, a nice Valtari red ... it’s the simple touches that make a difference you know. We lord and lady types like to be wined and dined after all. Foot rub is a nice added touch by the way. My toes are aching.’

A blow rocked his head, and then someone shoved him from behind. The white-haired man turned, stalking beneath the archway and Threadfin followed, having no choice. He sidestepped bodies crouched in the gloom. A hacking cough to his left made him jump and a blackened hand grasped at him. He jerked away and hurried on. ‘Where are we going?’ he called out.

Exhausted, he wondered if he cared. They reached the entrance to a tall, dilapidated stone building where others emerged from the gloom. One was a man with a torch and a short knife, the blade blackened. 

Another was a woman in a red cloak, holding a shortened spear with a vicious bronze butt spike or lizard killer. By the torch light, its barbed iron tip also appeared blackened. They knew of his talent, and were taking no chances. ‘Hello, Threadfin,’ she said. Lithe and tall, her shoulder length hair was golden white. ‘Remember me?’ 

His gaze roved as he spoke, seeking something reflective, a puddle, for the love of the Spectrum above, anything. ‘I saw you dead, cut to pieces.’ He remembered her body, still kicking, but covered in blood outside the healer’s gurd. Niyala was Canaan Pen Luthus’ creature.

The exemplar smiled, and it was anything but pleasant. ‘I almost died, but Canaan reached me just in time. He has such wonderful gifts. Sorry to disappoint.’

‘Speaking of which, he’s taking his sweet time,’ said one man.

‘He’ll come,’ Niyala snapped, before smiling at Threadfin. ‘Well, I guess we’ll just have to keep each other company, until he arrives.’

‘Oh, good,’ said Threadfin with a thumb jerked towards the white-haired man, ‘because your lad here offered me a foot rub.’

‘Oh, don’t worry,’ Niyala went on, ignoring his wayward mouth. ‘We’re not going to kill you. We have another use for you.’ A man behind her produced iron shackles, also blackened. ‘You’ll be wearing these. Don’t make a fuss now, or matters will turn ... unfortunate.’

‘Step closer,’ said the man with white hair, giving him a hard shove. ‘Your foot rub awaits, Deader.’

Threadfin made to step towards them, willing, complicit and beaten.

Ducking to the left, he ran.

‘Grim’s balls – Gurg, stop him!’

Pain erupted in Threadfin’s head and he toppled forwards. Pain also bit deep into his flesh, and then the nothingness swallowed him whole.
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Living Chains

THREADFIN AWOKE TO a thick murk, which his keen sight struggled to pierce. Attempting to move, he discovered his legs shackled. Black iron chains clanked against the wooden floor. They tightened, and then he felt the barbs. They reacted to his movements as though living, penetrating further into his withered flesh.

Shifting his weight, he tried not to rattle them as each movement proved torturous. The unearthly barbs also pierced his soul. He felt their cold touch, his half-soul chained as much as his body. Designed to prevent him using his talent no doubt, not that he could’ve done much worth spit right then. Without a reflection to work with, he was useless.

He sensed them close, or rather smelled them since one person stank of pungent sweat. Months old, it had seeped into the bones along with a strong tang of salt. Breathers thought themselves above virals, somehow superior, but a few stank worse than any undeader possibly could.

‘Ugly’s awake,’ said a man’s voice. ‘What happen face? Like Nephlum stood down on him.’

‘Leave him be, Gurg,’ answered a woman’s voice. ‘Haven’t you seen the undead before?’

‘Hah,’ another voice laughed, ‘isn’t like they were all exterminated or something.’

Footsteps thudded towards Threadfin, a shape in the darkness. Closer, it smelled of oil, leather, and fish. ‘You know what is,’ said Gurg in his clipped Raddhonar accent. ‘No way I leave wake. Don’t care what iron made. This one dangerous.’

‘Pen Luthus ordered him to be kept unharmed,’ snapped the woman. ‘Anything more than a bit of roughing up and you’ll answer for it.’ 

‘He also said this one dangerous. Not take chances.’

‘And where is he, eh?’ asked someone. ‘How long do we have to wait for him? It’ll already be a full day and night.’

‘How I know?’ said Gurg. ‘I follow order, not more.’ He stepped closer to Threadfin, who felt pain before all went blank. 
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LYING FACE TO THE WALL, Threadfin stared at the flaking plaster. The hideous barbs deepened, reaching inside, probing. It had grown light enough for him to see. He heard the faint clomping feet of soldiers, shouts and commands. 

The march of feet and rattle of armour faded to the sound of artillery chipping away at the metropolis. The barrage had begun, followed by the cries and screams. As it relented for a time, silence flooded into the void. Wind whistled through gaps in his prison. 

Threadfin lay still. 

‘Dung sack wake,’ announced Gurg. 

How did he always know? Threadfin thought his skull would detach from the rest of him if the Raddhonar hit him again.

‘Leave him,’ ordered a man’s voice. ‘We don’t want to kill him.’ 

‘Altus is right,’ said the woman. ‘Our instructions are for us to bring him back alive. You hit him too hard last time.’

‘Who you to order?’

‘You knocked him unconscious didn’t you,’ Altus growled, ‘well, dung brain? Perhaps you could kill him with another blow like that.’

‘Undead no easy kill.’

‘All the same, we’re to keep him alive. Do you not understand? He is useless dead. We’re not risking it.’

‘Already dead, and I don’t like bastard. He gives dark death, a black aura.’

‘You were hired for your services,’ said Niyala’s voice in a cold tone. ‘Nothing else should concern you. We can find other strong arms.’

‘Pay more, bitch. If world end, you must pay more.’

They knew he was awake. He turned from the wall to watch. He could make them out in the dim light. Niyala had stepped closer to the Raddhonar, and though shorter by a hand, she was intimidating. She maintained a grip on her sword hilt. After all, she was of the elite, an exemplar guardian. ‘The world isn’t just going to end, Raddhonar.’ She smiled. ‘It’s going to burn, and if you’re not careful, you’ll burn with it.’

The big man backed away. 

‘You have issue with your payment,’ she spat, ‘you know who to take it up with. Until then, do as I say. I’m here on the authority of Canaan Pen Luthus, and you know who he is.’

‘Not care what any of you, but get paid more for Ugly.’

‘You’ll get what you deserve.’ She stalked away, leaving him to sulk. 

Threadfin could see more as the dawn light grew. Gurg was tall, well built, in a leather sleeveless vest. His hair was a reddish splotch on a balding head over a broad face. He also had a bulging forehead. There were patches of reddish growth on his bare arms. 

Yes, he thought, definitely a Raddhonar, and the blood of a giant if he didn’t miss his guess, maybe sixth generation or thereabouts, and he has the stones to call me ugly?

The building they occupied was at least seven storeys. Roof tiles littered the floor like shattered clay pots, but enough of it remained intact. 

The white-haired man he’d first met tossed him a scrap of bread. Threadfin ignored it, knowing it for an insult. Always, he thought of escape, but knew it pointless. Although not secured to the floor or walls, the shackles meant all movement was agony.

His head throbbed. I’ll pay you back, Gurg. He’d wrap the chains around that fat neck. They’d said they wouldn’t kill him. Sounded like they wouldn’t miss the bastard either. He glanced up through the ragged ceiling at the rafters, and beyond the torn edge of a roof, the sky spat hail. He couldn’t see the downpour in the gloom but heard its drumming above, and on the wooden floors beneath. His captors stood close to a narrow window. Nailed to the wooden frame was an oiled sheepskin. 

He stood with difficulty, and yelled with the pain. Their chatter ceased. They stared at him. He knew they’d stop him, but he wanted to confront them, Gurg in particular. If that was all he achieved, fine. How would he like barbs in his flesh, and several kicks to the head? 

He turned and hobbled towards an open stairwell. The pain drove him to the floor. He rose, hobbled another two feet. He knew he’d never make it, but something inside him had changed. Being trussed up had brought a rage to boil.

‘See, better crack skull. Nobody listens, Gurg.’

‘Shut your hairy gob and grab him.’

Hands tried to pin his arms to his sides. He felt each barb multiply, spreading throughout his insides. His vision swam.

Struggling, he freed an arm. He managed to elbow someone in the face, hoping it was the Raddhonar. He used the back of his bony head to break a nose. He hoped that was the bastard too. 

‘Hold him.’

‘Da brick broke dose! He broke by bucking dose, look, is bud.’

‘Back off from him, you fat lummox. Let me handle it.’

‘I cut ’roat, hear? You broke dose!’

‘Enough,’ roared a voice.

The hands released Threadfin. He made a waddling dash for the doorway, but fell three feet short. A man barred his way, dressed as a soldier in leather greaves, black swals, boiled leather breastplate and a red tunic and cloak. Raising his gaze to that dark visage, Threadfin groaned. 

Canaan Pen Luthus’ eyes were tired, his face worn. He stepped closer. ‘You cannot escape,’ he said. ‘Enough of this.’ He shoved past and spoke to the others. They scattered, gathering cloaks and weapons. 

‘Oblivion Chains do not just bind you,’ he said turning back to Threadfin. ‘They ensnare your soul as I am sure you have figured out. You cannot break free. Save your energy.’ He turned to the others. ‘They are here. Buy me time to perform the ritual.’ 

Gurg nodded, and holding his bloodied nose with a glare for Threadfin, left by the stairs. The others he didn’t see leave, except for one. Niyala was crouched on the low sill of the window, her hair flowing in the breeze. She’d ripped away the sheepskin, and now stuck her head out, looking in all directions.

Drawing twin long knives from sheathes strapped to her lower legs, she sliced one of her wrists. Flaming wisps erupted with her blood, enveloping her, and she leapt. 

‘The Aidari have come for me,’ said Threadfin, with a wild grin as he tried to rise, ‘haven’t they.’ They weren’t all dead. He’d seen Lorn alive and maybe Scatter had made it too. He felt a wave of relief. ‘Not going to have it all your own way, Pen Luthus.’

A blow struck him and he reeled back. Another blow and he was flat on his back, nausea engulfing him. A foot connected with his neck. He felt bones fracture. A breather would’ve died from the blow. The high exemplar then grabbed him, hauling him up into a sitting position against the wall. Blinking, Threadfin watched him remove the shackles with no key or clasp. They just obeyed his touch. 

He cried out as the barbs dislodged, retracting. Grabbing his arms, before he could react, Pen Luthus shackled Threadfin’s wrists instead. The barbs stabbed into his flesh once more, hungry. From a sheath on his hip, the chimera drew a strange looking weapon, the surface of the blade appearing like swirls of flame beneath glass. Threadfin wanted to yell, recognising the same blade from Lame. 

Shouts rose outside, and the unmistakeable sound of clashing weapons. Feet thumped on the roof, several sets. The exemplar whirled at the sound, barking a curse. He forced Threadfin to his feet. There came a series of sickening thuds and more shouting from outside.

Pen Luthus shoved him down the stairs, Threadfin stumbling. He found it difficult to maintain proper balance with bound hands, and the delving barbs sent shocks of pain along his arms. They reached the bottom floor and waited. His captor glanced outside, the strange dagger glowing in his hand. Niyala was there waiting, black weaves of power licking her from head to toe. Several bodies lay unmoving in the alley. She nodded to Pen Luthus and then ran off towards the sound of more fighting.

The high exemplar shoved him outside. Freezing rain drenched them both. They kept close to the buildings as Luthus forced him onward. No doubt, the exemplar sought a quiet place to complete his ritual. 

It was a matter of biding time. Threadfin’s captors had gone from five to one. He could use the chains to throttle him, if he could withstand the pain. He wouldn’t get a better chance, but he now knew this man to be lethal, and the chains had weakened Threadfin.

They emerged from the alleyway into an empty street, then another alley, all the while moving further from the building. The rain fell in sheets, and within the shimmering curtain, Threadfin saw hope. He felt the shadows gathering as he reached through that fragmented reflection within the raindrops. The barbs dug deeper and he doubled over.

‘I warned you,’ Pen Luthus hissed in his ear. ‘Plagueborn. They bind the soul as well as the body. Your friends are dying, and they can’t help you now.’

Forcing him on, Pen Luthus gave him no respite, confident his prisoner couldn’t escape, but Threadfin didn’t quit. He stomached the pain as he stared through the rain into other worlds. He would not quit.

The shadows of life oozed through walls and cracks in the paving stones. He tried not to think about who or what such life forces belonged to. The grey light of dawn spread across the city. Gloom deepened where the light didn’t reach, and Threadfin began to fight back. He forced the barbs out, through sheer will. Pen Luthus didn’t understand something about him. Half of Threadfin’s soul was dead and didn’t reside in this world, which meant the chains bound only the living half. 

He smiled. Scatter would be proud of her student.

In the distance, came the concussive sound of artillery thudding into walls, buildings, and streets.

Threadfin attacked. 
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THE VEINS IN HIS FOREARMS swelled as if with a thick liquid. It was his dead half, his viralic power. Black tendrils erupted from Threadfin’s fingers, and the shackles binding his wrists buckled. The barbs had just a short time to re-infect his flesh and hadn’t sunk as deep. 

The iron links cracked, then shattered. 

Pen Luthus tried to stab him, but Threadfin was too quick. He slid past the fiery blade, and gripped the other man’s skull. The Valtari’s black hair smoked, catching alight, and he screeched. Blood trickled from his ears and nostrils. His face bulged. The body convulsed as blood and yellow-green ichor seeped from damaged eyes. Growths appeared from his shoulders, as wings emerged. The Valtari’s body twisted and transformed as a beast tried to take over, but it burned too. 

Plaster flaked to the ground as surrounding buildings vibrated. Paving stones beneath their feet stuttered and lifted, splitting. Pen Luthus heaved as spasms took him, green-tinged blood spurting from his animal jaws. The alley grew darker as the new day grew bright. Threadfin’s power loomed above them, his shadow enveloping both men.

Sometime later, he stumbled out of that alley and on through another, and another. The streets had begun to swell with soldiers, iron tipped spears pointed skyward, bronze coated shields strapped to the left arm. Columns of sydarags followed and many flat nosed, square footed skunks with broad backs. These last were slow, and had artillery pieces and other weapons lashed to their backs and flanks. The leather straps sliced into their shorthaired flesh, oozing yellow blisters. These were the supply lines bringing up the rear, disembarked off ships from the capital.

There was a ban on skunks in the capital for many years now. The beasts stood five feet to the shoulder and delivered a regular foul fart that clung to hair and clothing. Grass fed, they could carry immense loads. Kept to the rear, their handlers wore facemasks and were as shunned as their charges. Despite this, the Actaeon Guard kept skunk farms less than an hour from Icarthya within the foothills.

Threadfin hid within a doorway as the skunk lines passed. He was oblivious to the stench. At each collective stomp and wail of horns, he shuddered. He crouched into a ball, small and inconspicuous, conscious of the red-brown staining of his clothing. He’d never killed in such a manner before, and it did not sit right with him.

As the last skunk and handler passed, he stood and crossed the fouled street. It was daylight now, and there was more chance of being recognised. Finding a building, partially demolished, he crawled under fallen beams. Withdrawing into the gloom, he ignored the smell of dead bodies. Sitting with knees to chest and smeared in dirt, he would stay there unseen for a while. He watched morning turn to midday, listened to soldiers shout and people cry out. 

He found scraps of food within the rubble. It was days old at best. Virals didn’t get hungry as breathers understood it, but they did feel ... a lack, was the only way he could describe it. Unfortunately, the food had him clutching his stomach afterwards. He brought it all up minutes later. His body was showing signs. Maggots burrowed into numerous parts, though that wasn’t new. He also felt his flesh rotting. It was always a slow process, but now patches of his lank hair had fallen out. He didn’t think it was just a lack of sustenance. His body didn’t take the use of such power well, but he was too weak to care.

The bombardment resumed, missiles pounding the ashlar-faced walls. How long before the giants took the city, and how long before Gog found him? It seemed Liviana’s trap had worked. Crouched into a ball, he shook with each rock that landed. He felt lost. When he’d killed Pen Luthus, he’d been a spectator. Someone else, hidden within himself, had committed the act, his other self from another world. He remembered it now, that someone else. He’d seen it before, in the water of a pond, many years ago. 

The apparitions interrupted his thoughts. There were several, and they no longer held to the edges of his vision. A sense of familiarity grew as their voices erupted in his head. He clutched his ears, groaning in pain. A personal cost, Scatter had told him. He now understood what she had meant.

It was enough to drive a viral insane.
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Shadow in the Water

Year 901YC, twenty-three years earlier

THE YOUNG PRINCE clutched his sides in wheezing laughter, as the dead flock descended upon the breathers. The men atop the open guard tower shouted and ducked as the black feathered assailants swooped low over the battlement. Archers had peppered several of the crows with arrows, to no effect. His golden-haired sister giggled beside him and lost concentration for a moment. Several birds dropped towards the ground before she regained control.

Threadfin thought it hilarious, as the men ducked and screamed, and he clapped his hands. Finding ways to terrify the palace guards was great fun. 

Seated together beneath the apple grove in the palatium gardens, brother and sister sheltered from a light rain in their cloaks. Not that they felt the cold, but it was unpleasant getting wet. The rain drops pebbled the water of the garden pond. Aiyana had been collecting dead crows for over a month, hiding them until she had enough. Several of the birds were rotting, feathers nothing more than matted clumps clinging to hollow bones, as they fluttered about the tower. The guards screeched in terror. It was a good day.

‘Where’d you get that from,’ Threadfin asked, pointing. 

She raised her hand to show off the gold ring, while keeping an eye on her birds. There were silver wings in the centre. Threadfin thought it was beautiful. ‘Grandfather gave it to me. He said it was a signet ring, worn by rulers. Father has one, but his has a full angel on it. Grandfather said it means I will rule one day.’

‘Can I get one?’ asked Threadfin. 

‘What have you done?’ interrupted Sarscha, their older sister who’d just turned fifteen. She strode through the rain in a dark purple cloak embroidered with silver. Her hood blew back in an errant breeze to reveal tresses of silver blue hair and a stern face. 

The crows fell, landing without a sound on the wet grass feet away. 

‘Aiyana Mayala Todralan. What, in the name of the Holy Spectrum, do you think you are doing?’

‘Don’t full name me, Sarsch,’ the younger sister snapped, getting to her feet, ‘and you shouldn’t call on the Spectrum like that. It’s bad luck. Anyhow, you’re not our mother, no matter how you like to act it. You have no say over me.’

Threadfin drew his knees under his chin and hugged them tight. Fights between his sisters had become normal, but he’d never grown used to it. They weren’t fun and Sarscha scared him. Why couldn’t she let them have a little fun? ‘The guards never saw us,’ he said, in defence of Aiyana. ‘We were careful. It’s just a joke. Everyone likes jokes.’

Sarscha didn’t acknowledge him. She rarely did, though Threadfin couldn’t understand why. Instead, she focused her anger on Aiyana. ‘Have you any idea what would happen if they knew you were behind it? This is the fifth time, Aiyana. You are eight years old now. You cannot behave this way.’

‘Go on, tell father. It’s what you always do. Go on, tell him.’

‘Don’t think I won’t,’ snapped her sister towering over her, fists on hips. ‘It’s about time father introduced you to your Darken. I don’t know why he’s delayed it, but it’s about time. Someone has to keep you from trouble.’

‘You’re not supposed to know who my Darken is,’ said Aiyana, matching her sister with her own fists on hips, and glaring as hard. ‘That’s against the rules. I know because grandfather told me. He told me all about them. Anyway, I don’t want one. I’ve got, Fin. He can be my Darken.’

‘Father has already chosen her, but he’s kept her from you. She is already one of your friends. Don’t worry, only he knows who it is. You’re the one who breaks the rules around here, not me. I’m sick and tired of your antics. You must grow up.’

‘Someday Fin here will be imperator. Then I can do whatever I want and you won’t be able to stop me. You don’t even look at him. Talk to him. Talk to our little brother.’ 

Threadfin jumped when he heard that, and shook his head to deny any part of it, either the first or the last bit. He had no interest in ruling. He’d watched from the shadows and all he’d seen was his father bullying people. No, he didn’t want to be that. He didn’t want Sarscha talking to him either.

‘I am the eldest,’ she snapped, confirming how scary she was, ‘and I am talking to you. Why do you try to hide yourself?’ She brushed at Aiyana’s golden hair with a sneer on her face. ‘You hide, as though you are ashamed. Well, you should be.’

‘The son always follows the father,’ said Aiyana firmly, tears in her eyes as she spoke, while Sarscha’s eyes widened in shock. ‘You will never be imperatrix. Father loves me more than you, and you know it. I am beautiful and I am normal. You’re too correct, too proper as father calls it. I would rule before you, but Threadfin is next. A viral imperium and you will have no place in it.’ Aiyana screwed her eyes shut then, crying, as she frowned hard.

Threadfin had heard the word, viral, before, but he didn’t understand what it meant, just that it referred to both of them. She didn’t like talking about it. She liked pretending she was like everybody else. Aiyana was good at pretending.

A girl appeared with green-tinged skin and blond hair. She materialised behind Sarscha. The child held a switch and she struck the older girl hard on the bottom, twice. Sarscha whirled angrily and struck the girl who faded into mist with a mischievous smile. 

‘That’s it,’ said Sarscha in a cold voice, whirling back to face her sister. ‘I’ve had enough of your filthy tricks, and your venom. Perhaps a cold bath will help calm you.’ She lunged for Aiyana who’d just opened her eyes in time to yell.

Sarscha dragged her by the hair towards the shallow pond. Threadfin leapt to his feet. ‘No,’ he yelled. ‘We were only playing. Please, don’t.’ He ran after them, terrified. ‘She didn’t mean it. We were only playing.’

Fear thrilled through him. It felt cold and unpleasant but Threadfin never felt cold. He was different that way, like Aiyana. Maybe that was what the word meant – not being cold. He didn’t like Sarscha drowning their sister. He ran to the edge of the pond, bordered by a low brick wall that came to his knees.

Sarscha stood in the water and was dunking Aiyana’s head into the pond. Aiyana was thrashing as her older sister pulled her head out for a few seconds, then dunked her back in. ‘This will teach you respect, little sister,’ Sarscha snarled. ‘You are both freaks. This is how we teach freaks manners.’ Aiyana’s pretending was going wrong too. Her face had turned grey, her eyes sunk in her head, and bald patches replaced her hair. He knew she couldn’t drown, not like other people, but their sister was still hurting her.

‘Stop it,’ Threadfin yelled, but his older sister didn’t hear, or perhaps didn’t care. She was always bullying them. They never hurt anybody. They just liked playing together. This wasn’t fair. Why couldn’t they all just leave them alone?

Awkwardly, he climbed on to the wall and knelt on the edge of the pond. Despite all the ripples and splashing, he saw his shimmering reflection. The other Threadfin looked darker as though he was nothing more than shadow. The shadow smiled.

Threadfin touched his face, but he knew he wasn’t smiling. He was too upset. The thrashing continued. A thought occurred to him. The shadow in the water could help. He reached down and touched the disturbed water with his fingers, willing the other Threadfin to help. He didn’t know what he was doing. He just did it. He wasn’t angry anymore. Instead, a coldness surged through him. He reached deeper into the water, to his elbow and then he felt it, Sarscha’s leg. 

He looked up and saw Sarscha out in the middle of the pond. He couldn’t be touching her, but he felt her. She was staring about her now, holding Aiyana out of the water. She looked confused. 

Threadfin reached in deeper, with both arms, careful not to fall in. Out of the water behind his sisters, two shadowy arms emerged. He grabbed hold of Sarscha and pulled her backwards. She let go of her younger sister and fell into the water with a screech. He felt his fingers clutch Sarscha’s neck and squeeze. She struggled, splashing, and tried to scream. He didn’t want to hurt her, just to stop her, but the finger’s continued to squeeze. He yelled in fear at what he was doing, no, at what the other Threadfin was doing. 

With a final cry, he pulled his arms out of the water. Realising what he’d almost done, he felt terrified, and colder than ever. Aiyana was standing there, looking normal again. He called her name and she responded, wading towards him. He helped her out just as Sarscha found her feet, spluttering and glaring.

‘Freaks,’ she cried, staring at Threadfin for once. ‘Father will hear about this. He won’t stand for freaks on the throne.’

Threadfin knew that she was right. He was different, a freak. He didn’t know what the word meant, but he knew it wasn’t good. It had something to do with the other Threadfin in the water. He didn’t like him, no, not at all. The other him was scary, and he didn’t care if he never saw him again. In fact, he made a promise to himself he never would.

They ran towards the palace, with Aiyana crying, ‘I’m not a freak, I’m not. I’m beautiful, I am!’ 

Threadfin had a feeling and glanced upwards to a palace tower. High above, he saw a figure peering between two merlons. 

He couldn’t see his father’s face, couldn’t see if he was angry. He didn’t know what it was he’d done, couldn’t explain it. It scared him, but he’d had to help Aiyana. He’d saved her.

It was all that mattered.

He ran indoors, hand in hand with his sister, trying to soothe her, ready to face whatever punishment was to come.
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One More Job

Present Day

CANAAN FELT PAIN throughout his body. Hitching the hem of a turquoise cloak, he sidestepped masonry and stone. His own he’d discarded several streets away, when he’d changed form. His boots, also from a dead man’s feet, scrunched glass underfoot. His body was healing, slowly, the skin charred and the flesh bleeding in numerous places. Sight had returned in one eye, the left one a gaping wound. The soul splice lay in the rubble half a city away. The Spectrum be damned if he was going to go back for it.

He’d moved across the city as a warg this time, and had entered the slums beyond the walls, a shade in the predawn. He could not bring clothing or weapons in bestial form, but it had given him time to heal, recover. He had also moved far quicker, despite his wounds.

He had held the splice in one fist, Todralan in the other. Still, he had failed and that fool woman was to blame. Liviana had underestimated the Plagueborn’s strength, not to mention the help he had in those Aidari meddlers. Liviana had promised him a world of his own, but now he knew it would not happen.

The building he occupied stood near the abandoned scaffolding on Byrsa’s walls. Part of the roof had caved in. Whatever its function had been, the house was shattered, the outer walls crumbled. Fallen beams barred the entrance into the next room. It had remained that way since the quakes. Soon the earth would tremble for a different reason. Already the giants had begun their bombardment.

How could she have thought he could control that? Todralan was death itself. Canaan knew he had met his match, and the viral would grow stronger. He could not stop the mage. He had thought to get Todralan away, while the thraels ran interference. Thraels, another of her useless ideas. What a waste of angelic power, giving them shards. Once bound, they were loyal to a fault, but they were still humans with fancy blades. They were so fragile using the power killed them. Only by blending human and angelic souls at birth, could a satisfying result be obtained. However, she was too impatient. 

Gog could stop Todralan, yes, but Canaan no longer believed they would allow Liviana to gain control of this world. She had failed too much. No, in the shadows, the Titans waited, their favourites. From the day she’d left for Raddhon, she had miscalculated everything. If she had not outranked him, he would never have followed her idiotic plan. She had dangled the prospect of a world to call his own. He had hoped to bring order and justice to such a world, as he had once to the Spectrum. He suspected she had lied about all of it.

The chimera sensed the other approach. Liviana had managed to secure the throne, and the capital city, but without the Key, she would not rule for long. Still, he would not put it past the woman to succeed despite her failures. It would be just like her. She would need to offer someone else in her place, to appease them. It galled him to think she might rule this world, while he suffered a thousand torments in her place.

His stalker, Altus, arrived behind him. ‘What happened to you?’ asked the thrael. ‘You don’t look too good, you know.’ He croaked a laugh. Altus had become too familiar. They all had, and the time for their usefulness had ended.

Perhaps fate had led him to this, but the thought was fleeting. Such human notions were pathetic. Fate was a fallacy. There were those who did what needed doing, and those who did not.

‘She’s on her way, you know.’

The high exemplar nodded, not that he thought of himself as such any longer. The time for mortal disguises had also passed.

Altus hacked phlegm and spat. There was a faint whisper of iron on leather. ‘She will be waiting for you at the Blue Palace. She wants you there to report once she arrives. I think she’s a little upset with you.’ 

‘I know.’ With a faint smile, Canaan whirled, his hand twisting into a claw. It slashed the human’s throat. The thrael fell to his knees, neck gushing blood, and keeled over. He still clutched the soul shard. Not a copy either. The chimera stared at his hand, human in form again. He stared at the swirling pattern of fire within his veins. Coming to his senses, he turned and left the ruined building. 

There was one more job to do.
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Desool

AIYANA AWOKE WITH a start, followed by a headache. Pain prevented her eyes from opening. She felt disorientated and remained on her back gathering her senses. She remembered stumbling through a forest of maple and stunted hemlock, which had bordered a wide river. Exhausted, she’d fallen into the water. She could remember splashing about, choking and spluttering. She had an unreasonable fear of drowning.

A hand lifted her head and someone thrust a chipped bowl against her lips. She lashed out, striking the bowl. She heard it shatter against something. 

Her first thought was, Liviana or her soldiers. Sitting up, she willed her eyes to open. Instead, she flung herself to the left and retched.

‘Desool Veelp,’ said a voice close to her ear. She leapt up and her eyes flashed open in terror. Her vision swam and she tottered. A hand gripped her arm and steadied her, which she tried to shrug off while stumbling backwards. The hand persisted. Her vision began to clear though her eyes watered. She forced herself to calm. 

It was a grubby room with rough walls and patchy plaster, sparsely furnished and covered in cobwebs. Her vision improved a little, nearby objects clearer. Several fat tallow candles and two three-wick clay lamps covered a battered wooden table in the room’s centre. There were large piles of refuse scattered along the walls. There appeared to be no windows, just a single wooden door and a thick crossbar. 

The Nephilim sat back onto the low cot. To be precise, it was an imp. The same height as Aiyana, beneath a cloak it would’ve look like a tall muscular man. However, it was a child or perhaps a teenager. Not worth the fuss. Thinking of those staff wielders, she swallowed a lump in her throat, revising her opinion. She remembered him now. When she’d seen him looming over her, she’d been certain that was it. He must’ve hauled me from the water, she thought, but why bother?

Soiled blankets crawling with life covered the bed. The end of the cot, where the giant sat, looked damaged. Although they were the same height, he weighed a lot more. Several crawlies emerged into the flickering candlelight, to disappear within the disturbed folds. Aiyana ruffled her hair, scratched at her clothing. She didn’t fear insects, but she wasn’t fond of them either. 

‘Desool Veelp,’ said the imp in a thick voice. ‘Minat al, Canaan, no, a resh at desool met.’ 

What in Grim’s black blood was wrong with her eyes? Tears dripped down her cheeks, though she wasn’t crying. She scrubbed away a thick film of crust on her eyelids. 

‘A resh at mana col a dark?’ There was a concerned look in its eyes. ‘To rel rast a min no?’

‘I don’t speak gibberish,’ she snapped, scratching, feeling tiny legs all over. ‘Don’t you known any Icarthian words?’ He gave her a blank stare. ‘Where am I?’ Green pottery shards were scattered across the floor, the boards wet. It was trying to give me a drink. 

It grunted at her, ‘Desool Veelp.’ Its voice was musical, though it spoke in deep tones. She assumed it was the Raddhonar tongue or whatever form the giants used. There were several dialects, the human form easier to learn.

She felt dizzy and sat back on the cot. Why was it helping her? Was it alone? No, that wouldn’t make sense. This imp served someone in the city, someone human. It was a logical conclusion, and a worrying one. It seemed harmless. Am I a prisoner then? What will it do if I try to leave? She thought maybe she might try to learn more before making the attempt. Besides, her body didn’t feel strong. It could stop her if it chose to and without much effort, she didn’t doubt. She checked for her ring and found it on the middle finger of her left hand. She kissed the silver wings, thankful she was alive. 

She offered a prayer for Cathya, and after a moment’s hesitation, one for Turol. She recalled staggering towards trees, vision doubled. In her drugged state, she hadn’t been able to think. She should never have abandoned Cathya. If you hadn’t, she thought, by all accounts, you’d still be drugged to your eyelids, helpless.

There was a wooden pallet with more rubbish and blankets on the floor behind the table. She thought they were inside a city from the echoes filtering through. Likely Byrsa, then. How long had she lain unconscious? Her headache made thinking difficult and though dizzy, she tried to stand. Her legs wobbled, but she refused the oversized hand. She needed time.

Had she lain here in this place too long? ‘Where is your master? Who is he, or she?’ Its master had to be human; otherwise, she was way too late. She decided to name him, Desool, since he liked that word. If Desool understood, he didn’t answer. His arms were the only exposed part, his body bound in ribbed leathers. She noticed abrasions in his shoulders and two across his left cheek, one leaking pus.

His skin was ebony, covered in patches of fine grey hair. He wore black hair in braids past his shoulders. His forehead was thick and jutting, and his nose broad. His face wasn’t unpleasant despite that. The imp had no wings like certain adults of its kind. The Rephaim clan had those, she knew from books, anyway. Maybe they developed them at puberty, which meant if Desool was Rephaim, he was young. After all, he was only over six feet tall, thereabouts. 

‘Minat resh at stone blood col mot,’ rumbled the giant, grabbing and holding her hand, gentle but firm. In it, he placed a metal object. It took her a moment to realise it was a dagger of sorts. It had an odd design, a split down the centre. It appeared like two curved blades joined at the hilt. The inner edge of each blade was serrated, which seemed strange. The left glowed dark blue, while the right shone like the finest iron. The hilt was plain by comparison, white bone.

‘Rettar minat bequest col,’ it said in its rumbling voice, closing her fingers about the hilt. Its hands were warm and soft, not hard like she’d expected. What a strange gift.

It was then she spotted the inert form on the wooden pallet, what she had taken for rubbish. The light was dim and she hadn’t noticed before. Where had he come from? That it was male, she saw clearly. Grabbing a piece of blue cheese, she munched as she examined their guest. She wasn’t worried about any threat, not with Desool there. He’d made it clear he was helping her.

‘Namta,’ said the coarse voice at her back. ‘Namta, minat al, Canaan. Tool resh a dark blood?’

‘Listen,’ she said between bites, not taking her eyes from the pallet, ‘I don’t understand you, okay? You’ve a lot to tell me, it seems, but you’re wasting your time.’ No, she thought. I’m the one wasting time. She had to move, and quickly if she was to stop Liviana.  

Desool continued expounding in his tongue as though relating a long-winded history, which she attempted to tune out. She turned away, thinking of leaving, and tottered towards the door. She felt stronger. Whoever the man was, he wasn’t her concern. Maybe she could bring Desool with her. A better bodyguard she couldn’t ask for, but what if something happened to him? He was only a child after all. No, she’d go alone.

‘Well, well,’ said a voice behind her, halting her halfway, ‘look at what Goliath’s long lost great bloody grandson went and dragged in.’

†
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AIYANA WHIRLED TO STARE at the man on the pallet. Of all people, sitting up proud as you please, he was the last person she’d expected. He’d changed. Taller for a start, but the deterioration was more pronounced too. She hadn’t noticed it before with his back turned to her. She gave him her most imperious stare. ‘It appears even giants will pick up anything off the streets these days, all sorts of leftovers.’ Desool moved to a far corner of the room, shoving rusted armour and other refuse out of the way. It appeared that was where he slept.

The man chuckled. ‘Ouch!’ 

She leapt towards Threadfin and embraced him in a tight hug, her anger evaporating. Why she’d felt anger at all, she wasn’t certain. By the manner his body shuddered, he was laughing, and she laughed too. They were both alive, and for the moment, together. She pretended they were young again with the run of the palace, giggling over a prank. The pretence was shallow, reality weighing upon her.

‘Never thought I’d see you again, little brother,’ she whispered in his notched ear. ‘I don’t care how you came to be here. I’m sorry. I know you must’ve hated that place.’

She pulled away from him to look at his face. His green-tinged skin was more desiccated, eyes more sunken, hair dull and lifeless, but he appeared unharmed. He gave her a cheeky grin. ‘Miss me, then, sis?’ 

‘You know, you were not sent into exile, just to turn around and come right back. You were supposed to stay there. Anyhow, I thought someone was getting you to safety.’ Yes, that was why she’d felt annoyed. 

‘I could say the same about you. What are you doing here? You shouldn’t be anywhere near Byrsa or any city. They promised me.’

She looked into his eyes, searching for any sign of anger or pain. Anger would’ve been better. ‘You knew it was me behind it, didn’t you?’

Threadfin winced. ‘Father always listened to you.’

‘Liviana knew about you, Fin. It was just a matter of time. I think she planned to use you to bring down our family, and take power.’

‘It seems like she managed it, just fine.’

‘True, but she didn’t get you. I hated myself for it. You believe me, don’t you? It was the most painful thing I’ve ever had to do. I’ve missed you.’

He nodded, and then paused for a long moment, before he asked, ‘Did father know the truth?’

The question caught her off guard. The look on his face, his tone, gave no doubt as to what he meant. There was a low rumble from the corner where Desool dozed. Otherwise, it was quiet. Too quiet, considering there was a huge city out there. ‘I don’t, I ...’

Another grin, mischievous and cheeky. ‘I finally remembered the crows. Besides, I did the math. Our mother was infected with plague thirty years ago, seven after Sarscha was born, but less than one before you came along. I guess she was in the early stages with you, when she fell ill.’ 

‘I ... I thought you’d forgotten. You were so little.’

‘All those breathers getting ill, guards, servants, it was you all the time.’ 

‘Wasn’t always me,’ she said, feeling defensive, and resentful of the feeling.

‘It’s okay,’ he said, holding out his hands in a placating gesture, ‘We will always have the crows. That, I will never forget again.’ 

She couldn’t help but wince at the memory, at what had followed. It was the last time she had openly displayed her nature.

‘We do what we have to,’ said Threadfin. ‘I’ve learned that much since leaving.’

‘In answer to your question, yes, father knew.’ She watched for his reaction, but he just nodded. It surprised her. He had changed, becoming somehow wiser, if that was possible.

He shook his head then and laughed, ruining the image. ‘Right then, what other talents you got? Twisting father around your finger can’t have been all. Obviously, I know you can hide your appearance. Neat trick by the way. Could use a few tips in that direction. You know how hard it is to get a date looking like this?’ He gestured at himself with another grin. ‘Good job I got my charm. Most girls who chew on my ear get more than they bargained for.’

‘You shouldn’t have come back. It’s gotten too dangerous. My Darken turned on me, and abducted me! Can you believe that?’ 

‘Actually, yes.’

‘She meant well, but I can’t run. I won’t.’

‘You really want it that bad, don’t you?’ he muttered

‘What are you talking about?’ An uneasiness settled upon her.

He rubbed at his neck, rolling his shoulders as though preparing for a fight. ‘Well, maybe your Darken had a point.’ He ignored her glare, and it was her best. He’d always been good at doing that. ‘I came back to find you, but once I learned about Gog, I had to change my plans. I thought you far from here by now. Listen, I’m going to take you somewhere safe and then—’

‘Don’t you dare.’ She stepped back from him, feeling hurt and betrayed all over again. ‘You are not my keeper, little brother. I was ever yours.’ She had not meant the vehemence in her voice to be that, well, vehement.

‘That’s unfair.’

‘The right to rule passed to me. I’m sorry it turned out the way it did, but it’s not yours, Fin, not anymore.’

‘Huh, like I said ...’ He paused, as though searching for a way to calm things. ‘Look, you cannot be thinking of going back to Icarthya. Others will deal with Avitus. I won’t allow you to put yourself in that sort of danger. And you can’t stay here either. Gog of Magog is due any day with his ginormous horde of giants, and it won’t be for a gold-rimmed cup of green tea and a bloody fig biscuit.’

‘You have no say over what I do,’ she answered in a quiet voice. Controlling her anger wasn’t easy. She was shaking. ‘I have fought against my own Darken to remain. I must do my duty.’

‘Breathers,’ he said in disgust, waving a thin arm. ‘What have they ever done for us? We are the last of our kind. They slaughtered us by the thousands, and they’d kill us both if they knew. We’re the undead, the bringers of plagues, spawn of the Grim. You know what they say.’

‘Not all of them are like that.’

‘I know that now, but many still are.’

‘I am their imperatrix, or at least, I will be. I owe it to them. People believe what they hear and don’t always know how to think for themselves. I can change that. I can teach them the truth. Most of them are decent, just ignorant. We can teach them.’ It seemed Threadfin’s hatred of breathers had softened, a little. It was a start. 

‘To the pit of Grim with this altruistic rubbish. You owe them nothing.’ 

‘You don’t understand,’ she said in a sad voice, but maybe you will, one day. The only way she could truly care for them all, was if she sat upon the throne. It had to be her. She trusted no one else, not even Threadfin.

‘I ... I knew you were in danger, or that you soon would be.’ He sounded as though he was unsure what to tell her, as if she hadn’t known all along about the extent of his talent. ‘You’re the reason I came back. You must stay out of Icarthya, but you must leave Byrsa too. Liviana has set Gog on me, like a vicious warg, but I won’t let him have you too.’

‘I am leaving Byrsa,’ she answered in a tight voice, ‘to return to Icarthya, where I belong.’

‘What is it you think I’m trying to do here?’

‘You don’t think I know you mean well? My Darken meant well. Everyone means well, but no one wants to save the people.’

‘Maybe, they’re not meant to be saved.’

Aiyana’s hand stung, and it took a moment to realise she’d slapped him. She fought the urge to apologise. She loved him, but she could only tolerate so much. Desool had started awake and was grumbling in his tongue.

Rubbing his cheek, her brother turned his head as though checking it still worked. She hadn’t hit him that hard. ‘Okay, I deserve that,’ he said with a rueful grin. ‘I didn’t mean it as it sounded.’

‘Yes, you did.’

‘No, really, I didn’t. You’re right. We need to do something. I guess this means you won’t listen to reason.’ He muttered something else she couldn’t hear, and then uttered a long dramatic sigh. ‘I don’t want to lose you. I can’t lose you.’

‘Nothing and no one is forever.’

‘I’m not going to let you die, even if you hate me for it. I’ll do whatever I have to, to keep you alive.’

‘You don’t have a choice, little brother.’ If only he knew. She tried to keep the anger out of her voice, but it was hard. ‘I will reclaim the throne. The people need order, stability. They need me. Liviana has something in her possession and I mean to get it back, and to crack her skull while I’m at it. That is my job and mine alone. You will stay out of it. It seems you’ve enough to be getting on with.’ That he would face a danger she couldn’t imagine, soured her stomach, but she stowed the feeling away. They both had their duty.

‘The Shathra Stone; you’ve been trying to find out what she has since she returned.’

Her efforts had resulted in three of her spies going missing, not to mention their father’s death. Liviana would answer for her crimes, but securing the Stone was paramount. Whatever its power, she knew she couldn’t allow Liviana to possess it. She thought she knew what it was, what it could do. The few texts on it she’d dug up were vague at best. ‘This Nephilim child of yours, you got any more like him?’ Half a dozen would be a help. She realised she would use Desool after all. Too much was at stake, not to.

‘Huh, and I thought he was yours. I ... ah, ran into trouble, and he just happened by as though he’d known. I think he may be working for the Aidari. I sort of ran into them too. You know, they’re not what we thought. They’ve a fool notion I’m supposed to save the world or something. Interesting bunch, for breathers, I mean.’ He muttered again, and then added, ‘Did you know I’m the prophesised one?’ He laughed, but there was no humour in it. 

She turned her back on him. ‘I think you should leave. It was good seeing you, but you should go. I need to get going. I’ll get a ship, most likely.’ 

‘I spotted two quinqueremes and four triremes in port. Some smaller boats, but they were all setting sail. The Spectrum above knows there are enough people who want out of this city. Just don’t travel as you. Liviana may have exemplars here too. Just flash some gold. You got coin, right?’

She nodded. ‘Thank you for understanding, well, I guess—’

‘Your Darken was right,’ said Threadfin. ‘You should’ve listened to her. Why do you think I’m here? Why do you think I’m about to face a bloody Nephilim horde? Just to have you return to Liviana’s clutches?’

She whirled and advanced on him, giving him a hard poke in the ribs, then another, driving him back. ‘No more of that tripe, do you hear? No more. You have your destiny and even I understand that, if not why.’ Fear gripped her when she thought of it. She didn’t want to lose him either.

‘You can’t defeat her alone. Besides, I never believed in destiny. I do believe in you.’ He said that last in a whisper.

She stopped poking him, realising it wasn’t doing any good. He always managed to turn her anger. Just like Cathya, he sought to save her with all the best intentions. ‘You mean more to me than I can explain, Fin, but we’re all grown up. We’ve changed. You have a destiny to meet whether you like it or not. Just, let me meet mine on my own terms. Give me that much respect.’

‘I think—’

Both of them jumped at a loud thumping at the wooden door.
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A March To War

ON A ROCKY PLATEAU east of Byrsa, the forested foothills below ending quarter of a mile from the city, Liviana Avitus waited. She had felt reluctant to leave the thick grey-blue basalt walls of the Blue Palace. Her fingers plucked at her cloak, eyes darting. The Wunn Mountains behind her were all that separated Byrsa from the capital. Marshes festered to the north, divided by four rivers. Discovering the power of the Shathra Stone took time, but she could now traverse great distances in hours. A pity it was not seconds, but wishes were for fools.

She felt weak. A fragment of her form materialised as she regained control. The Stone was a dangerous artefact. Using it meant imprisoning a portion of her soul within. Her angelic magic was almost useless in this world, available only through the Stone that imprisoned her. It was the price for such power.

It took all her strength, both of soul and body, to fight the Stone and her angelic soul. It sought to overpower her, to rid her of consciousness. Andromeda had been born to this body, a method guaranteeing a flawless fusion of spirit and flesh. It had not worked. 

Now that the Stone also had a piece of her, she wondered if she would ever be complete again. It sensed her, knew her for what she was, for the Stone was the Spectrum. It would devour her if she allowed it. They knew that and she had little doubt they didn’t care. It was her punishment for reaching too high. She was the First, even before those damnable Titans. Tartaros had given her the position, and Liviana knew the Darkness could take it back.

Did she not order Canaan to personally see to Threadfin Todralan’s capture? Pen Luthus had put everything in jeopardy. He dared think himself her equal? She’d sent a thrael, one he trusted, to get close enough to him. He had not returned. 

She held it in her hands, swirling between her palms like a ball of blue lightning. Nephilim surrounded her, most at nine or ten feet in height, but they couldn’t see her in the dim light, her form a murky shape. The Stone was visible only to her. So much power and she used but a hair’s breadth of it. 

She studied Gog’s force, not ready to reveal herself. The giants operated and tended war machines, which towered seventy feet in height. Those massive mangonels flung rocks the size of small houses, and there were six, evenly spaced on the high plateau. There was a traction trebuchet too, halfway through construction. It would not be long before the main attack. The imperium had little knowledge of such machines, though the Atlantians had stolen several designs. For years, the Todralans had watched Raddhon and its secrets with envious eyes.

She watched a shorter pale imp in leather armour. It lowered a rope with a hook at its end. This it tied to another rope connected to an intricate gear system. A muscular but gangly Avim in leather armour with blond hair braided to the waist, hefted a rough ball of gravel and tar into a sling. Another sapper bearing a torch lit the ball aflame. 

They released the main rod. At the same instant, six Rephaim, naked but for a hide of loincloth banded with skulls, pulled on ropes attached to a counter weight. Wings flexing and muscles rippling, the giants exerted a terrible force and hefted the flaming rock high and far. The fire pots used by the Nephilim artillery were effective if inaccurate, but they’d breached the walls in several places. 

The Stone oozed instruction, thoughts appearing as her own. Gog was aware of her now, her summons weighing upon him. Her hands trembled as the sphere spun.

More mangonels loosed. Around her, the Nephilim stretched the length of the plateau; Emim with their leashed beasts, long limbed Avim or winged Rephaim lounging or polishing armour. A gulac in size, meaning a force of eight hundred remained. Not that they mattered. She would instruct him to unleash his full rage upon the city.

Many giants wore blackened steel plate, cuirasses, pauldrons and spiked helms, others wearing spiked greaves and vambraces. This armour was far superior to anything Icarthian blacksmiths could produce. Most wielded the heavy grond, a spiked war hammer. Others carried the harog, a dual weapon consisting of a broad crescent blade at one end, a rounded blunt or spiked weight at the other. A skilled warrior could spin the harog effortlessly on its central axis, obliterating all in its path. A good number also wielded the curved scarap, a broad blade with four sharp points. It was a cross between a wide sword and axe.

Their technological abilities far exceeded those of humans, save for the Atlantians who now dwelt beneath the waves. Humans, who depended on courage and weak metals, who were like children with sticks, and stones; compared to Gog, they were wailing infants. 

The Nephilim commander arrived with the rest of his army. The future king rubbed a red tongue across his canines, black snout sniffing the air. At almost twelve feet, he was abnormal for a Nephilim. Covered in steel armour, he was a nightmare. Once she unleashed her angelic power through him, he would be death itself. The Grim could never be as menacing.

Good and evil didn’t exist, she knew, just survival. Goodness was an illusion, a fiction her angelic brethren espoused without end. They could not see how simple it all was.

She stretched her neck as she looked at Gog, commander of ten of his father’s gulacs. A portion of her soul, which wasn’t conscious, resided within that beast. He fought her control, but it was as an infant’s tantrum. She allowed his mind to remain, not desiring to experience life as a Nephilim. Human life was depressing enough.

His voice rumbled as he gave orders in a guttural tongue. The sound was a crushing symphony that would be a death knell to the defenders in Byrsa. Wargs appeared among the rocks above, held back by handlers. The odd beast looked towards her, whining. They knew what she was. The large predators were alike to pups beside their masters, but their jagged teeth were more than a match for bronze or iron.

Zil flies buzzed about giant and warg, a few daring to lay their eggs in Nephilim hide, though none touched their commander.

He spotted her, of course, and gave her a long level look, as her physical body reasserted itself. The Nephilim leader growled and stomped towards her. Each of his steps was a vibration in her bones. 

She had only recently taken possession of him, having laid the seeds earlier. She controlled his words and actions, but he remained aware. It was a far more aggressive and unpredictable method than being born to flesh. A short-term measure.

Gog awaited the Shathra Stone. She let it go, and it sped to him. It hovered above his upward palms, spinning in a violent display of colour and light. Fine spidery tentacles shot from the Stone. They latched onto the skulls of the other giants. Gog went to one knee as the Stone’s power filled him, perhaps overwhelming him. She knew that feeling, could still sense it, for part of her soul resided within it. It would weaken him, but the power he gained through the Stone was worth it. Such power could raze the world. It might destroy him in the process. A pity, but it was what he was for, to serve as a weapon, and a buffer.

‘You serve me,’ she said, her voice echoing across the plateau. ‘Know me, all of you. My name is, Andromeda. I do not forgive failure.’ She winced at the use of her true name, for in the mortal tongue, it sounded harsh. The distinction between Liviana and Andromeda should not have been necessary. She felt her mortal self, slipping away.

‘You will ravage the human city, and you will capture the mage,’ she continued, Andromeda taking control once more. Gog remained on one knee, tendrils of power expanding in a web of fiery filaments. ‘That or you will drive him into my grasp. Do not fail, or I will make you all scream for a thousand years.’

The Nephilim leader rose to his feet, the Stone in his hands. She felt its power through him, and smiled.

Raising his black muscled arm high with clenched fist, Gog dropped it sharply. Then, he bellowed, the vibrations of his voice trembling through the earth and into her bones. It was as nothing compared to the answering roars that followed. 

Andromeda had never felt more alive in human flesh, watching her giants march to war.

In the darkness, Liviana wept.
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Impossibilities

DESOOL UNBARRED THE door, hefting the crossbar free. Aiyana held the dagger he had given her in a tight grip. The first to enter was a dark skinned woman with white hair. To Aiyana’s relief and annoyance, on the stranger’s heels was her Darken. She put the dagger aside on a battered wooden stool. Her anger hadn’t cooled enough after her argument with Threadfin.

Behind the women came Podral Pole, a man she had sent to watch over Threadfin. She intended to have words with him. Next came Davard Tystrus, a fat conclavist who sweated no matter the season. His presence should’ve been odd, but not to her. It solved the mystery of Desool’s master.

Pole walked straight to her brother, and whispered something. Threadfin seemed uncertain, shaking his head, and backing away. Whatever was that about?

‘What is done is done,’ said the white-haired woman to Threadfin. If Aiyana hadn’t known better, she would’ve thought her brother sorrowful, embarrassed. 

‘Mistakes were made,’ the woman continued, ‘and not just by you, but for the right reasons. Much is risked, and too much is at stake to linger on such things.’

Her brother gave her a nod, as if in thanks, and then started on sight of Davard, his eyes widening. 

Last came a woman she didn’t know, lithe with dark hair and cold blue eyes. Her pale skin appeared blistered, and she moved weakly, but with determination and judging by her face, a smouldering anger.

The white-haired woman turned and spoke to Aiyana. ‘Greetings, my lady. I am called Scatter. I believe you lost someone.’

Cathya’s scowl lasted for a moment before she ran to Aiyana and hugged her tight. Aiyana tried to push her away, not at all certain she trusted her anymore. Cathya was having none of it. She had the cheek to laugh, and Aiyana struggled not to join her. Damn it, but I love her. Despite everything. I love her. 

‘I’m all out of poisoned needles, Yana. I don’t know whether to bend you over my knee, or kiss you.’ Then she added in a whisper, ‘Maybe both?’ She pulled back a little to examine her indignant charge. ‘I knew you would come to Byrsa, but it is chaotic here. I never thought I’d find you, until I ran into these Aidari. They knew where you’d be.’

Well, now, how had they known that? It must’ve been Desool, which meant his master also worked with the Aidari. Now that she hadn’t known. ‘I’m not running anymore, Cath. I’m warning you; I’m not going to let you—’

‘I know, I know. Like I said,’ she added, holding out her hands, ‘I’m all out of tricks.’

Aiyana frowned, uncertain she believed her.

‘Um, this is your Darken,’ said Threadfin, who then held up his hands at a dark look from Cathya. He sat on the table, one scrawny knee to his chin. ‘I always suspected Rylana, to be honest, not that it matters. Bah, don’t mind me,’ he added when they both stared at him. He resumed glaring at Davard Tystrus.

‘What changed your mind?’ Aiyana asked her, hoping to keep her from Threadfin. She feared if those two got together, they might concoct a plan to kidnap her again. One as grolg-headed as the other.

‘It was your infamous stubbornness,’ Cathya said with a grin.

‘Where’s Turol?’

Cathya glanced at Davard for some reason, before lowering her gaze. She shook her head. ‘I will return to Icarthya and kill Avitus. It is what I should’ve done from the start. That woman is far more dangerous than you know. Killing her may be beyond me, but I will try. Perhaps I can weaken her enough ...’

It was Aiyana’s turn to shake her head, giving Cathya a sad smile. ‘Now who is being foolish? It must be me. I don’t care who or what she is. They are my people she threatens, and I’ve hidden behind you too long. However, I do want you along, to watch my back.’

Cathya looked as though she wanted to argue, but held her tongue and gave a reluctant nod. Her face suggested she planned to carve a path to Liviana for her, and then carve Liviana herself before Aiyana got within a mile.

Desool laid more food on the table, emptying a hessian sack that had been lying in the corner. Davard took a seat on an old stool, rubbing his hands and set about helping himself, producing a dagger and carving cheese. Pole sat on a stack of wooden boxes by the far wall, appearing at ease. Lorn wandered back and forth close to Threadfin, seeming agitated whenever she glanced at him. Her brother, however, didn’t notice as he eyed the fat conclavist. 

‘Could someone please tell me what he’s doing here?’ asked Threadfin, one eye now on Lorn, as he pointed at Davard. So, he had noticed.

The conclavist’s dagger paused, halfway through the cheese block. ‘Ah, Fin, my old friend—’

‘Don’t you dare say I was always your favourite,’ Threadfin snapped. ‘I know you tried warning me in Lame. That job, it was all an elaborate ploy to force me out of the city.’ Threadfin leaned over the fat man’s shoulder. ‘It was easy enough to figure out, but why didn’t you just tell me it plain, eh, Crawl?’

Davard winced. For the first time Aiyana had known him, he seemed unsure of himself. ‘There were exemplar spies everywhere,’ said Davard, ‘and we didn’t always know who they were. Had I told you outright, I’d have been a dead man, and you wouldn’t be here now.’ 

Davard turned on his stool to eye his old subordinate. ‘As you may have guessed, my role as prime was a cover. I was there, like others, to watch over you. I apologise for nothing. Besides, you gave me the pox. Had to get a healer, and they don’t come cheap. I don’t like the pox. You like the pox, Fin?’ The conclavist turned back to the table, and proceeded to stuff his face.

‘Yeah, well,’ said Threadfin, ‘ancient history, I suppose. Fine then, but who is our other friend here?’ He gestured at Desool. ‘Is he yours?’

‘Our friend,’ answered the conclavist after a moment, spitting crumbs and gesturing with a damp kerchief at the imp, ‘is one of my spies.’ Aiyana smiled. Davard, as the imperial spy master, would have his sources everywhere. None suspected the fat sweating politician was anything more than he seemed. None knew of his unique talent. Even her brother seemed oblivious.

‘His faction has sent us information on Nephilim movements for decades. There are many splits among them. Not all support Og or his spawn. Yes, yes, I’ve learned his language, musical and far too complex for any of you lesser minded folk.’

Lorn rolled her eyes, as though used to hearing such talk, but Scatter’s brows rose a fraction. Pole appeared as though he wanted to start an argument. Aiyana knew the conclavist’s arrogant manner, and was unbothered by it.

‘You see,’ continued the master spy in a lecturing tone, ‘the clans are in turmoil. Og of Bashan is dying and his sons are at war with each other. Something was happening among the clans that had us concerned, but it wasn’t until Liviana Avitus entered the picture that we Aidari began to realise what.’

‘What, you’re Aidari too?’ Threadfin’s face was pure incredulity, jaw dropping open. ‘I mean, but you’re, ah ... you’re ...’

‘What?’ Davard spat more cheese, while dabbing his glistening forehead. ‘Fat, was that the word you wanted? A glutton, lardy, or were you going to just go with plain old plump? What did you expect? That we’d all be young muscled heroes with flowing golden hair, bards singing our glories and virtues, a train of young goggling girls and, and ...’ He spluttered, unable to finish.

Threadfin held up his hands, trying but failing to keep the smirk from his face. That was more like the boy she knew. ‘Okay, okay, not saying nothing. Heroes come in all sizes, and shapes, even damp, round, touchy ones with big foreheads. You’re not related to this imp here, are you?’

Lorn barked a laugh, and gave Threadfin an appreciative thump, which nearly knocked him over. Davard glared at them both, daring another word, before stuffing a wedge of cheese into his mouth. 

With a snap of displaced air, the conclavist disappeared. Instantly, he reappeared by the door, munching on his cheese, still glaring. A second later, he was back at the table. He mopped his brow. His cheeks were inflamed, but his smile was broad as he took in Threadfin’s speechless visage.

‘Useful in my line of work. I can cover great distances too. Not bad for a glutton, eh, Fin?’

‘Most Aidari,’ said Scatter to Aiyana, ‘study the old magics contained in Nalrost’s writings. We are weaker than our forebears, but anyone can learn. However, it usually takes a lifetime to master just one skill. Only together are we strong. None of us can match the power you both possess, however.’

‘Hah,’ said Lorn with a nod towards Davard. ‘If you can call that a skill. Mention a pie sale in Tystria, and he can be there in under twenty minutes. Pies beware.’

Davard’s glower deepened in colour.

The food had to have come from the legions’ supplies, of course. Rumours suggested they had several stuffed warehouses. Likely, Davard had used his talent to get in and out, just as he’d used it to travel between Lame and Icarthya. The Spectrum forbid, if he had to go without cheese for a day. She would see her people fed, once she’d overthrown Liviana. ‘That harlot,’ she said, ‘is controlling the giants, am I right? It’s her, drawing them here somehow.’

It was Scatter, who answered. She’d already taken a seat at the battered table, and appeared at ease. ‘Liviana is of the Fallen, angels fallen from grace, if you will. Yes, she controls the Nephilim leader.’

Cathya leaned against the fractured wall close to Aiyana, arms folded. ‘She is also leader of the harpies. Her angelic name is, Andromeda.’ All eyes turned to her, no few of them with a look of surprise. No doubt, Aiyana’s own were wide as plates.

Well, it explained several things, especially her Darken’s insistence she run and hide. A harpy was something right out of myth and legend, but somehow, she believed it. She caught Cathya’s gaze, and smiled. The woman’s nod was rueful. Cathya had known what Liviana was, but how?

‘While she was in Eladaldor,’ Scatter continued, ‘she stole the Shathra Stone and brought it north. The Nephilim tried to follow, to take it back, but the storms killed most of them. We believe Gog had been rebuilding his army for a second attempt, though he had to contend with his brothers first. They blamed him for losing the Stone. The conflicts that followed delayed him, and perhaps she was waiting for the right moment. We do not think Gog has much of his own will left at this point.’

‘But why does she want the throne,’ Aiyana demanded, ‘if she’s just going to draw the entire horde down upon us? They will devastate all of Adalalcas. She also knows that Sarscha will oppose her. There will be nothing left, and no one, to rule. It doesn’t make any sense.’

‘Depends,’ said Pole, ‘on what she’s trying to achieve. I doubt the Icarthian throne is enough for her.’

‘What,’ said Threadfin slowly as though afraid to speak the words, ‘is the Shathra Stone exactly?’

‘We don’t know,’ said Pole with a shrug.

Davard shook his head, jowls quivering as he gulped the remainder of the cheese. He had devoured an entire block in minutes, and was now tearing at some bread. ‘Oh, but we do know.’ He was sweating again, dabbing his head as he ate. ‘It is an impossibility.’

‘It is not,’ said Scatter. ‘It is real.’

The fat man’s fist dropped to the table with a thump. ‘Not what I meant, no, not at all. It is an impossibility, an enigma. You must understand, none outside of Raddhon should know of it, except for myths and legends well wide of the mark.’ He sighed, eyeing each of them before continuing. ‘The Shathra Stone is revered and guarded by the Nephilim because of what it contains.’ He then proceeded to chew on a piece of dried salted beef.

‘Well, then,’ said Threadfin, looking impatient after several moments went by without elaboration. ‘Out with it. I hate a tale of suspense, makes me itch worse than maggots. What does it contain? Fig biscuits?’

Davard glared at the viral before rubbing his fat fingers together. ‘The Spectrum of Existence.’

Silence greeted his words before Lorn barked a nervous laugh, though Aiyana noted Scatter’s face remained impassive. Pole’s had turned pale. 

‘That’s impossible,’ said Aiyana. No doubt, her own face was a mixture of confusion and disbelief. The Spectrum contained all of existence, both seen and unseen. ‘We exist within the Spectrum right now. This world is a tiny part of it, a speck. How can the Spectrum be inside a stone sitting in Icarthya?’ Where would the Nephilim have even gotten such an object? Her mind rebelled at the thought, unable to process it. 

Davard threw his hands in the air. ‘Isn’t that what I said? Haven’t you halfwits been listening? It is an impossibility, and Liviana Avitus has it. Just because your brains cannot handle the concept, doesn’t mean it isn’t true. That woman holds existence itself in her hands.’

‘Well,’ muttered Threadfin, fiddling with the silver crucifix, ‘that’s all of us screwed then, isn’t it?’ The comment earned him another glare, and shocked glances from the others. None of it appeared to bother him. ‘She destroys the Stone, ends us all. Probably for the best, eh? World’s all gone to the pit of Grim’s bowels anyhow.’ He gave his head a little shake. ‘I mean, what happens if she drops it? Does it bounce?’

‘No, no, no,’ Davard snapped, getting up from the table to pace in that lumbering way of his. He was sweating profusely, waving his arms as he spoke. ‘The object itself is indestructible, or how else could it contain something as precious as existence? But, could she unlock its secrets ... well, let’s just say she would have a power unmatched, though it might also destroy her in the process.’ He continued pacing. ‘Yes,’ he then muttered to himself, ‘she would need a buffer ... ah, so that’s it.’

‘Well,’ said Aiyana impatiently, ‘can she learn to unlock it herself? Is that a real risk?’

Davard shrugged. ‘I’ve no doubt it’s exactly what she hopes to do. The fool woman likely thinks she can rule the entire Spectrum. However, for that, she needs the Key.’

‘Which is ...?’ Threadfin began.

‘You.’

Her brother’s mouth opened as he began to laugh, but all that came out was a gurgle before he shut it. ‘Huh?’ he then managed, ‘I’m ... what?’

‘You, Threadfin Todralan, and yes, you might as well wear your true name since it’s all a matter now, even if it doesn’t fit ... your magic is the Key that Liviana, or rather Andromeda, needs to control Existence. You are the most powerful undead mage to have ever existed, but that isn’t the real reason. It’s what your magic, does.’

‘Yes,’ said Scatter, nodding, leaning in over the table. Her long white hair hung about her face as she stared at something no one else saw. ‘It makes sense.’ She glanced at Threadfin. ‘Your talent is to pierce the fabric of existence, to not only see, but enter other worlds, other realities. With such an ability, you could unlock the Shathra Stone and give access to anyone who sought it. It would mean, depending on the skills and resilience of the user, unrestricted access to the entire Spectrum.’

‘Why,’ said Lorn in a small voice, ‘would anyone want to do that?’ She had stopped her pacing and was staring at Threadfin. Aiyana felt herself shiver. The woman’s eyes; pain and what looked like remorse filled them, although, for his part, Threadfin didn’t look happy either.

‘To control the Spectrum, to rule it, like an overlord,’ suggested Podral. 

‘Or to destroy it,’ said Scatter. ‘Nalrost wrote of a Darkness, consuming worlds. It must be what is behind all of this.’

To Aiyana, either possibility was terrifying. Who was Nalrost? ‘They just need Threadfin and it’s all over.’ She wished more than ever she’d been able to hide her brother somewhere he could never have returned from. She loved him, but he was now a threat to existence itself. The thought shocked her. The look on Lorn’s face suggested the girl would need serious watching.

‘I would never do such a thing.’ Threadfin appeared as agitated as Lorn. ‘Why would I? I didn’t want to learn my talent in the first place, not that it’s worth all this fuss.’ He was shaking his head as though denying it all. Aiyana couldn’t blame him.

‘Liviana wouldn’t ask, lad,’ said Pole. ‘At least, now we know what she wants your soul for. It’s why we cannot allow you to face her. Your tackling Gog is risk enough.’

Threadfin grimaced, and he glanced at Aiyana. ‘They already tried. In Lame, someone came after me with a ... blade. Some sort of ritual. Tried again here in Byrsa, or at least, he wanted to. It was Pen Luthus, who just happens to be a chimera would you believe.’

Aiyana blinked at the news, uncertain what to make of it. What was a chimera? There was too much she didn’t understand here. She half turned, remembering the dagger behind her on the stool. 

Lorn moved quick as a slinkt, and in seconds was face to face with her. The woman reached around her and picked up the double-bladed weapon. ‘Well, well, now how did you come by this?’

‘Hey,’ cried Threadfin, staring at the dagger with widening eyes.

Aiyana said nothing, but nodded towards Desool. Davard was sitting again, but he’d finished eating. He just sat there, staring at them, face unreadable.

‘A soul shard,’ Cathya breathed, ‘and if I’m not mistaken not just any shard, but a soul splice.’ She stared at the imp as though disbelieving.

Aiyana also felt confused. How could she know anything about such a weapon? Where was she getting her information?

Lorn fingered the dagger a moment, and handed it back. The left blade glowed dark blue while the right shone as Aiyana’s hand touched the bone hilt. It was as though the dagger knew her. ‘You will need this if you are to defeat, Avitus. Such weapons are rare. I do not believe you having it is mere chance.’

‘What’s so special about it?’ Aiyana asked.

‘It is an angelic weapon,’ said Cathya in a quiet voice, still eyeing it with a surprised expression. ‘With a normal soul shard, an Angelborn gives a portion of their spirit to the blade. The more they give, the greater the weapon’s potency, but it also weakens the donor. They are linked, Angelborn and shard, as one. An entire soul given to such a blade, is rare, but makes the most lethal of shards. It is also forbidden.

‘A handful, were designed to separate an angelic spirit from its human host, among other things.’ She stared at the dagger, and then looked up at Lorn. ‘The girl is wrong. It was not meant for you, but perhaps you can still use it. I believe it will take both you and your brother to defeat her.’

‘Who are you?’ Threadfin asked, staring at the Darken as though never seeing her before. ‘There’s something about you,’ said Threadfin in a low voice. ‘You remind me of ...’ He seemed on the point of running of all things.

Aiyana took a step back from her Darken, searching the woman’s face. Yes, she saw it too, an aura like a thin white glow surrounding the woman, almost imperceptible. How had she never noticed it before? 

Cathya had the grace to look abashed, but she held her head high. She was about to answer when Scatter spoke first. ‘She is Angelborn, of course, from a faction who seek to help us.’

Cathya glanced at Aiyana, but then bowed her head. ‘I couldn’t tell you, Yana. There were four of us assigned to protect you. Our job was to keep you from harm.’ 

‘Assigned by whom?’

‘The Seraphim Council,’ said Scatter, ‘or so I believe it is called. I’ve never heard of four Angelborn sent to protect anyone in this manner. Aiyana, your importance in this war cannot be overstated, nor your brother’s. You must be careful.’

‘We knew of the threat posed by Liviana and Pen Luthus,’ Cathya continued. ‘They were not the first, but we handled those. We were to thwart their efforts, and kill them if necessary. To date, we’ve not proved too successful.’

‘They are both here, aren’t they,’ said Davard in a gruff voice, ‘and in once piece?’

Aiyana didn’t know how to feel. She didn’t know this woman at all. ‘I will not let anyone stop me from doing what I must.’

Her brother appeared uncomfortable, eyeing the splice as though it might attack him. Still holding the weapon, Aiyana made for the door. ‘We cannot waste more time. I must get back to the capital. We can still save lives.’

‘We will need to secure mounts,’ said Cathya. ‘We can make Icarthya in six days, five if we push hard.’

‘No, no, no,’ Davard snapped. ‘Liviana is here, in Byrsa. She has taken residence at the Blue Palace. She will have the Stone with her, though she will have taken measures to protect it.’ His face flushed as they all stared at him. ‘Don’t ask me how I know. I said it, and that should be enough. The Nephilim will not bother with the capital. Here is their target.’ Threadfin nodded and Davard noticed, adding, ‘Liviana forced you here on purpose, Fin. She won’t wait long, not with the Stone and the Key in one place. You should not have come here at all.’

‘Then he should leave Byrsa, and get far away,’ said Aiyana, but her hopes died as she noticed her brother’s face.

‘Only he has the power to defeat Gog,’ said Pole, more sombre than his usual mood. ‘That is the dangerous part of all this. He cannot run, but if he fails, we all lose. No, he shouldn’t have come, but he had to.’

‘He could’ve waited until he was stronger,’ Lorn grumbled. ‘His impatience will be the end of us.’ She scowled when Pole gave her a warning look, but said no more. She did stick out her tongue though.

‘Two remain,’ said Scatter. ‘Nalrost knew it would be this way. If either of you perish, I think the world will follow. I now agree with your Darken. Both of you are vital in defeating Andromeda. Remember, Gog is only her weapon.’

‘Well, that’s it then,’ said Aiyana. Oh, Spectrum above, let him survive this, she thought. ‘I will not keep her waiting.’ She had been in the Blue Palace once as a girl, a building with decor of lapis lazuli and blue mother of pearl. It was not a massive complex, but it was unique. It wasn’t used much, save for whenever the imperator had visited, although the governor’s family lived there. Liviana, Andromeda, would set a trap for them there.

Outside, cries arose amid a thundering sound. It was different to that of battle. It sounded more like a festival.

‘Your sister,’ announced Davard, ‘has arrived, and not a moment too soon. She got my message then.’

His message? He had delivered her missive on her instructions, although Sarscha wasn’t to know it was Aiyana’s request. ‘Well,’ she said, shooting the spymaster a glare, ‘we’d best get moving.’ 

Davard rose, and grabbed her hand across the table. ‘You should meet with her. Coordinate with your sister. She can give you enough soldiers to storm the palace. You will need to distract Andromeda, to get close.’

‘No,’ said Aiyana, her voice neutral. ‘My sister will have the defence of this city to see to. She will not need interference from me, and I will not need hers. That she is here is enough.’

‘You cannot deny blood.’

Aiyana pried his pudgy fingers off her, and knew her cold glare had turned to ice, because he took a step back. She fought to control her emotions, knowing he was right, and turned to her brother. ‘You will meet with her, Fin. Coordinate our defence with the imperial marshal. I cannot spare the time, not now. Perhaps ... someday, when this is all over.’

‘Right,’ said Threadfin, dead skin flaking as he rubbed his palms together. ‘We’d best be at it then. I’ve got a lovely giant to be seeing to, and another family reunion. To be honest, I’m not sure what scares me more. Good luck, sis,’ he added with a grin, which faded quickly. ‘I’ll try not to be too long in coming to rescue you.’

‘I imagine it will be the other way around, little brother. I hope you know what you’re doing,’ she added, as he moved close to embrace her. She almost wished they could run away. 

Desool had opened the door and the thunder of cries wafted in. A din that sounded too cheerful for what was to come. Perhaps the city believed itself saved. She hoped it wouldn’t be long before it was true.

‘Know what I’m doing?’ said Threadfin, giving her his cheekiest grin. ‘Aiy, I haven’t a bloody clue.’
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A Parade

‘WE SHOULD MOVE to the front row,’ Cathya suggested.

‘No, not a good idea.’ Aiyana was unable to keep the anxiety from her voice. ‘I told you, I don’t want her to see me.’

Rumour had spread that three legions had turned an ambush by the giants. By all accounts, Sarscha had fought her way to the city. There was even mention of giants taken prisoner. Aiyana had laughed at that one. Rumours did have a way of growing arms and legs, and all sorts of extra bits.  

Sarscha had never known defeat. Now even the Nephilim horde couldn’t hold her back. Overnight, her sister’s reputation had grown to mythical status. The tale would ripen as it spread. The people didn’t just welcome their imperial marshal. They welcomed their saviour. The exemplars didn’t appear pleased, but the returning force outnumbered them despite heavy losses.

Aiyana bit back several curses, chiding herself for being foolish. She had wanted her sister’s return, to help defend the people. It just wasn’t what she’d expected. She didn’t hate Sarscha, or well, to be honest, she didn’t know what to feel. She just couldn’t deal with facing her now. If they succeeded in saving the city, there would be time enough. That her sister would survive was never a question in her mind. No one was tougher.

‘We’ve no choice,’ said Davard at her back, trying to make himself heard over the cheers and cries. ‘You can’t make it to the palace without crossing that bridge. We need room to move when there’s an opportunity. I don’t like crowds. You like crowds?’ The people, who had jostled them when they arrived, pushing and shoving, now made room as if on cue. Desool, hidden in a deep oversized cloak and hood, looked threatening, as he took up position behind them.

Aiyana gave the spymaster a wry smile. ‘Somehow, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.’

The city felt weird. Not an apt description, but something was off. Order appeared restored, but Byrsa’s citizens moved as though lethargic, lost. Others looked ready for a fight. Soldiers in deep-blue cloaks, and the blue feather of Byrsa, used the bronze butt spike of their spears to enforce order. Others used the spear’s length of ash wood, forcing the rows back. Ten sydarags paced the thoroughfare. The sleek, shorthaired mounts snapped at the crowd, serpentine tails whipping the air. Were they Liviana’s now too? Would they turn on their fellow legionaries? Would Liviana give such an order? No, but Andromeda might.

Exemplars patrolled the streets, in long blood-coloured cloaks. Those were definitely Liviana’s, and they didn’t look happy. The exemplar guard had swelled in numbers, and they watched the city’s inhabitants as though looking at beetles. 

The Blue Palace had banned all trade, the city’s granaries under guard. Soldiers had to eat. The people looked as though they stared death in the face, but they also seemed to think her sister would save them. Aiyana wanted to help her people, and the fact they looked to her sister, a woman who’d ... no, she wouldn’t allow her thoughts go there.  

On the opposite side to where she stood, behind the line of richer spectators, was a bronze and wooden bridge. It was thirty-five foot wide and guarded at both ends by short brick towers and a compliment of soldiers. It led to the Mammon Quarter, and the palace complex beyond it. Aiyana couldn’t reveal herself, despite Sarscha’s return. There was no way to know how those guards might react. They could arrest her, or worse. 

The Malk Bridge was the only crossing between the eastern and western quarters. The flow of the icy River Malk beneath was swift. Once, there had been three bridges, but the rich and powerful didn’t want Muckers and Proles infesting their streets. On an average day, pedestrians packed the lone bridge along with merchants selling wares from carts or wooden shops, though few could go further without a permit. 

Visible beyond the bridge to the west were the white stucco buildings of the Mammon Quarter, and to the north the Hallow. The buildings there, mostly estates, rose in incrementing levels towards a broad flat-topped hill. The sun revealed glistening red and green tiled rooftops, patches of snow and frost untouched by its cold glare, and beyond a defensive grey wall, the blue basalt palace within. Liviana was there or soon would be. Paladin Rolandar, Governor of Byrsa, had long been a friend and supporter of Aiyana’s. She hoped he was out. That woman was waiting, her trap set, and Aiyana Todralan wouldn’t disappoint.

Four Nephilim prisoners, she recognised as Emim from pictures in the libraries, came into view. She fought to keep her composure. Well then, the rumours were right. The tribal giants lumbered along the broad cobbled street, faces passive. Flanking them were sydarag riders, and armoured guards with nine-foot spears. 

For the first time, ordinary Icarthians saw the enemy. They spat and jeered, laughed, and cursed. They appeared to forget their misery, bound perhaps by a common hatred, or a euphoria that their legions had defeated these terrifying warriors. Aiyana had no such illusions. Her sister had indeed managed an incredible feat, but the horde waited beyond the walls. 

Thick chains restrained the prisoners, each linked to the one behind. In large open wagons trundled their armour and weapons.

The prisoners bled, pale and dark muscles dwarfing taut chains. The sight of their naked hides, the stench of their faeces and urine, their tortured teeth and downcast eyes, began to quieten the crowd, or well, most of them. Sympathy for the conquered warriors grew in Aiyana’s heart.

She glanced at Davard, at Cathya and even Desool, and saw she wasn’t alone. These giants were nothing more than soldiers, ordered to battle. How were they different from the legionaries? These Nephilim, terrifying and destructive as they were, were not the enemy. She took no pleasure in seeing them bound, broken and bleeding, while that two-faced troll lounged in a palace.

Behind the prisoners came the triumphant march of warriors. Instead of full legions, led by legion marshals, were ragged squads led by lower rankers. There were no complete cohorts remaining. 

At last, she spotted her sister, a woman with blue-tinged silver hair, seated on a ... Grim-hooded warg of all things. She rode ahead of the fractured legions. Trust her to show off.

‘Got to hand it to her,’ Davard whispered in her ear. ‘I like her style. You like style, Yana?’

Aiyana turned and threw him a look to make him swallow his tongue and choke. His eyes darted about, searching for escape. She dismissed him from her thoughts. She needed to focus. How was she going to get across?

The marshal’s mount appeared as broken as the prisoners. Iron chains bridled the creature, which Sarscha held in gloved fists. They’d somehow captured it, and had broken its will. The how of it, was beyond Aiyana. Instead of a sister, she saw a woman aiming to cement her position as a ruthless military leader. Perhaps Sarscha meant that statement for Liviana, but the thought didn’t make Aiyana feel better. It caused a stir among the people. Many forgot the giants. 

Then she noticed a little figure on a cart, which rode behind Sarscha’s beast. Nipper seemed content and unharmed, but what was he doing up there? He was supposed to be in hiding. A commotion drew her gaze.

‘Look,’ said Davard, his voice carrying uncharacteristic fear or perhaps awe. ‘That Nephilim – he’s trying to escape.’

Aiyana smiled, kissing her ring, as all of Grim’s wrath broke loose. Guards rushed from various directions, as the prisoners discovered that chains made fine weapons once you got free of them. The crowds broke apart amid screams and trampling. It intensified closer to Aiyana’s group when Desool threw back his hood. The Nephilim prisoners had regained their spirit, or maybe they hadn’t been as broken as they’d appeared. Instead of laying waste around them, the Emim fled towards the eastern walls, drawing all legionaries after them, including those guarding the bridge.

What Aiyana had gained was the opportunity she’d hoped for, to get across the river.
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THREADFIN STALKED THE paved streets of Byrsa. He kept the hood of his grey cloak up and his head low. He wore a face covering, nothing more than a rag, but the lingering dust from the bombardment made such garb plausible. At least, no one looked at him twice. Few bothered to look up from their own feet. 

There were abandoned stalls and shops that had once sold dried fruits and meats, Valtari olives, spices, and wine. Others had sold belts, boots, Paldanar silk, and weapons. There had been fishmongers and grocers, gold and silversmiths, weavers, and dressmakers. All shut and boarded. Regular trade had ceased. A stench of sewage and salt pervaded the air mingling with the dust. The bombardment had lessened, with the odd missile hurtling overhead. That, to his mind, didn’t bode well.

Soldiers looted the dead, searching for weapons, armour, and warm clothing, all in short supply. Ordinary citizens huddled indoors, perhaps wondering if the imperial marshal could save them after all.

In place of the usual traders, appeared opportunistic merchants, who never let a simple problem like a siege get in the way. Blacksmiths and other metalworkers and shoemakers had never been busier. There were wheelwrights, bowyers, and fletchers from Paldan, and laundresses, not to mention singers, jugglers, and whores. Many who weren’t already established businesses used the looted shops. Others erected tents or stood in the street hollering their services from the back of a wagon, whenever a uniform passed by. A butcher hawked and spat, apron orange red. He chopped and displayed a variety of raw flesh, though much of it looked questionable. Most of the food in the warehouses was Tystrian grain. Fresh meat was in high demand by soldiers.

War created its own economy, which would last until the first giant breached the walls. Threadfin shook his head at the nonsensical breathers. He didn’t love them, but he no longer hated them, well, not exactly. Intense dislike was probably a good way of putting it. Besides, breathers smelled funny, all sweaty and pungent. He gave a slight shiver. It wasn’t anything Aiyana had said either. It was the realisation that people couldn’t help being what they were. He saw that although some were selfish or cruel, many were not.

Herring gulls wheeled overhead, their screeches a warning of danger to come. Crows perched on rooftops and battered walls, waiting. Feral cats, kecci and emaciated dogs wandered amid the rubble and stink of humanity. Many of these ended up over the butcher’s stall.  

Threadfin halted by the stiff form of a mother and baby half buried by rubble. His studded boots scrunched on splinters of pottery. The woman wore furs, a silk gown, and a cloak. Whatever jewellery she’d possessed was gone. The furs and cloak would soon follow. He couldn’t help thinking of that woman by the canal in Lame, and of Tezcat. Grim’s balls but he missed her.

This side of the river was wealthier. It didn’t matter. Death came for all. These were his sister’s people. She loved them, wanted to save them and he realised he wanted that too. If they all perished, he knew in his withered heart, she would follow them. By saving them, he saved her. It was why he’d come back after all, and now, given she’d refused to leave, he had no choice. 

The woman had held her young one to her breast. A missile must have struck the building as they’d run past. No doubt, there were others like her, hidden beneath the rubble. Threadfin felt a sadness for them. He saw how wretched these people were. They needed someone to watch over them. They needed a ruler who cared and Threadfin Todder was going to make sure they got her.

Moving on, he came upon a tumble of rock and warped glass fragments, shattered colours reflecting grey skies, and orange peaks. He averted his gaze. There were scraps of torn silk, leather, and wool, bloodied and ownerless. Within the ruin of a house, huddled a knot of soldiers in green or blue cloaks. 

He wasn’t surprised to find his eldest sister sitting with her troops. The squads sat by a fire, men boiling a dark stew in bronze or iron helmets. Flames licked broken table or chair legs, casting shadows among the toothed walls. A tangy scent rose from the blackened helms. Toppled in a corner was a twisted bronze bed. Part of the blackened roof lay open to the air, but there was enough upper flooring to give shelter. 

Noticing him, Sarscha gave an irritated snort. Threadfin knew her feelings about her siblings. He thought he understood her better than Aiyana did. Sarscha was the eldest. She’d devoted herself to obedience and duty, never failing as daughter or leader, but still Aiyana had been favourite. 

He stepped inside, and rested against a supporting wall. His father had known what Aiyana was, had even known why she had to take the throne. He’d agreed to send Threadfin into exile, not because of hate, but to protect him. I never knew him, he thought with sadness, and now, I never will. 

The artillery remained sporadic. A miller’s roof collapsed. Another rock smashed the millwheel, wooden and bronze fragments cascading over the water. 

The marshal had ordered defensive positions on the eastern side. Archers from Paldan lined the battlements that remained, along with sword and axe men. Wooden hoarding replaced incomplete sections of the wall. Dark skinned warriors had arrived with the Marshal from Tystria and other cities, along with cohorts from Lamedon and Tiral, among them Valtari slingers and spearmen. 

His sister took a moment to look at each soldier. Some sharpened blades, mended or oiled their armour. Others used short knives to scrape mud from studded boots. A mulch of slush and human waste covered the paved streets of the Mammon Quarter. 

Sarscha Todralan was the only real leader left. Legion Marshals Begnar and Pontus had died in the ambush, and Paladin Acart during the retreat to the capital. Paladins Julius and Ralan were missing along with other officers.

From the circles beneath her eyes, it was clear she felt the strain. From what they’d experienced during the ambush, she knew the odds better than anyone. The rumours suggested but a fraction of the horde had attacked them. 

‘Scouts have reported Nephilim gathering to the east where the walls are weakest,’ she announced. ‘It looks like this is the big one. They’re here to crush this city, but they won’t stop here. They will march on Icarthya too. They will destroy us all, unless we stop them.’

The imperial marshal looked into each face, including the ravaged visage of her brother. There was despair and weariness in many, and Threadfin wondered what she saw in his. He felt despair, but for different reasons. It wasn’t that he didn’t care for Sarscha at all. It was just, complicated. 

‘I don’t know why they’re attacking us,’ she continued. ‘I don’t have answers and it doesn’t matter. I do know we can win. If we hold the Mammon and Hallow Quarters, the river will act as a natural barrier. The Malk is deep, fast, and icy cold. They would be vulnerable during such a crossing, that’s if the fat scum can swim. To do that, they’d have to remove armour and be vulnerable to archers. Instead, they’ll seek to cross via the Malk Bridge. We must hold that crossing. They will take the east side, but we will not allow them to go further.

‘We are soldiers of the Actaeon Guard. If anyone can hold them, we can. We gave them a bloodied nose on our way here. Now, we will give them the deathblow. They’re not invincible. They’re flesh and blood. Yes, they’re bigger, but they bleed and die like anything else. They will learn to fear us.’

One or two soldiers looked up, hopeful. Another laughed but Sarscha didn’t appear to notice. A man raised his hand, a grizzled veteran who’d fought several campaigns. 

‘Yes, sergeant,’ said Sarscha.

‘We should tell ’em,’ he croaked, ‘whether we believes it ourselves or not. Won’t lie to ’em. Never ’ave done and won’t start now. Those Nephos are being driven at us, by the Grim’s own spawn if ever I saw one. Returned from scoutin’ northeast an hour ago, and I saw it and Nica here seen it too. Big as a house and covered in black fire. You too,’ he said to another, ‘haven’t you?’ Both sydarag riders nodded. 

‘Imperial Marshal,’ said Threadfin, after a moment of silence, ignoring their stares, but checking his hood was low enough. ‘What he says is correct. We need to acknowledge what we’re fighting. It’s not just the Nephilim. There’s more going on here.’ 

His sister glared at him. ‘You’re right,’ she then sighed. ‘I’ve seen other reports and all claim the same. No, no I can’t explain it.’ Crouched over the fire, she raised her palms to its warmth. ‘All I know is we’re here to defend Byrsa. We’re going to do that. We’ve plans in place to deal with ... that thing. Next time you spot that spawn of Grim, kill it.’

No one spoke. 

‘Kill it,’ she repeated and smiled. ‘After you do that, kill all the others. Kill the bastards. Maybe then after you’ve killed enough of them, those fat ugly brutes will tuck those useless wings between their legs, and hobble home.’

It earned a strong bout of laughter. After she left them, their talk turned animated. A recruit demonstrated just how to kill a spawn of Grim. You put a spear right through the eye. It couldn’t survive that, right?

Threadfin followed her outside. The sun had lowered beyond sight, behind the mountains, leaving a red-orange aura above the peaks. The rain had eased but the artillery continued. Rocks the size of huts hurtled over the city, two landing in the streets. Most missiles fell across the river on the eastern side. One almost hit the bridge, raising a fountain of water. Others crashed into buildings with a thunderous crunch of stone. 

She wheeled on him. ‘Don’t ever undermine me again. Do you understand? I don’t care what you are. I don’t want to know what that monster is out there either. You forced me into a corner back there. I had to speak the truth because of you.’

‘What’s wrong with the truth? Soldiers depend on what they see and understand, and fear what they don’t. They’re going to learn all about truth soon enough.’ He wondered how much Sarscha did or didn’t know.

His sister sighed, looking weary. ‘Truth is dangerous. All the soldiers defending this city know what a Nephilim is. They know it can bleed and die, and just need reminding. Giants are tough opponents, but they’re not invincible. How’re those soldiers supposed to kill a, a spawn of Grim, or whatever it is?’

She at least, should know the truth. ‘He’s in Liviana’s power. She’s—’ 

‘I told you,’ Sarscha snapped, ‘I don’t want to know. I lost a third of the Thirteenth and half of the Ninth. Those survivors added to the First here, come to just under eleven thousand to hold off a threat hardly dented. They destroyed the darag units I’d brought with me from Tystria. A handful left, good for scouting but naught else. The legions’ supplies never made it through. At least there are food stores here, but that’ll have to be given to the people. I’ll be lucky if I don’t face a revolt from my own soldiers. Not to mention that bitch Avitus has her private army eyeing up my soldiers like wolves looking at mice. All that is enough to be getting on with, don’t you think? Now, go away and leave me do my job.’ She turned and stalked away.

Threadfin almost let her go. ‘I can kill him, and Liviana. Sarscha, I can end this, and save this city. I can save your soldiers.’ Well, not all of them. He wasn’t a miracle worker. What he was, remained to be seen. He didn’t feel as confident as he thought he sounded, but he didn’t think she’d want to know that. ‘Let me take command of some of your troops. We need a coordinated plan. You and I both know no one will survive if we don’t destroy him. This doesn’t have to be a last stand, Sarscha.’

She halted, and looked back at him. ‘All we’ve ever believed has been a load of grolg shit, am I right? All those thousands of useless prayers?’ She gave a wry smile. ‘Yeah, as I always thought. Well, I think I won’t be afraid to die, since the world appears to have gone to hell anyway.’

‘You still hate us, after all these years. You’ve never forgiven us for what we are.’

She marched back towards him, her face a thunderhead. ‘You know nothing about me or how I feel.’

‘That’s just the problem isn’t it? Look, what happened back then, I never meant to, I mean, I ...

She shook her head, anger vanishing. ‘It ... was a long time ago. A lot’s happened since.’

‘Aiyana, she wanted to, you know—’

She surprised him by placing a hand on his shoulder. It was perhaps the first time she’d ever touched him. She looked him in the eyes, something she’d also never done. ‘I don’t hate you, Threadfin, and I don’t hate my sister. I despise you for taking what was mine.’ She removed her hand and took a step back. ‘I’ve thought about you over the years. For a time, I was afraid of you. I’m not now.’ She sighed. ‘How can the undead rule over the living? How can you ever understand us? You don’t even like us, do you?’ 

Threadfin decided not to answer that, his feelings on the subject muddled.

‘Okay, I’ll give the order. You can co-ordinate with my second, Rollic. I’ll send him to you. He ... knows how to keep his mouth shut.’ For a moment, Threadfin wondered what she meant, but then he understood. Oh, right.

She hesitated, her face softening. ‘I don’t know if you and I will see each other again. If there is any justice at all, neither of us will survive what’s coming.’ Turning, she strode away through the ruins, and falling rocks.

‘Well?’ asked Podral, appearing at his side from nowhere. ‘How did it go?’

Threadfin didn’t turn, but he felt the others there waiting, all except Davard. He was glad they were with him. ‘You know,’ he whispered, staring after his sister, ‘I really don’t have a bloody clue.’
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The Battle for Byrsa

GIANT FEET THUNDERED over the open ground before Byrsa’s walls, wings arcing like scythes. They came from the east, from beneath the dark eaves of the forest covering the foothills. They came with the dawn.

The Nephilim wore steel plate on their upper bodies, spiked pauldrons, vambraces and spiked helms with faceguards. Most wore knee-length leather tunics, split between groin and knee. Some wore the skulls of the vanquished as loincloths or belts. Those were the Rephaim, also known as the Dead Ones. The largest clan, these had broad featherless wings and were a mixture of pale and dark skin.

Threadfin stood with Captain Wyn Rollic on a tall desiccated ruin, once a public bathhouse for patricians. Now, half of it was nothing more than dust and shattered white rock. Its location on a hill approaching Hlon Square was high enough to see across the river and over the walls. Only the hill that bore the Blue Palace was higher.

Soldiers who’d noticed him were either accepting or indifferent. When faced with a horde of armoured monsters wanting murder, what did it matter if there was a viral among them? Rollic squinted towards the east, but it was far for a breather’s eyes.

Behind the Dead Ones came the solid Emim, the warg handlers. These had the most limb protection, such as greaves and arm guards. They didn’t release their charges, but restrained them with metal leashes. The handlers would wait for the vanguard to create a breach. 

Like the Emim, the Avim were wingless but had the palest skin, almost translucent, and red or yellow hair. Their limbs were longer and distorted. Bodies lowered in a crouch, they ran on all fours, dual scarap blades strapped to their backs. They leapt ahead of their kin like a twisted mix of gigantic frog and lizard. 

Jagged metal, broken spears, anything that might stop or slow the charge, the defenders had sown on the approach. Dug at random were pit traps. These held vertical and horizontal stakes, concealed beneath branches and long grass. Rows of stakes and spears protruded from a steep dike below the outer wall. 

Inside the double walls, within a small open parkland dotted with stone fountains, statues, and the odd oak, stood rectangular phalanx formations, nine rows deep, bristling with spears, some three thousand strong. Together with Rollic, Threadfin had laid out their best strategy. Defeating the giants was possible, but Gog was the unknown. If the captain had noticed Threadfin’s desiccated skin, he’d given no sign.

Green and Bluecloaks of the Actaeon Guard stood along the battlements, and thought Threadfin, not one blood-cloaked bastard among them. Through Rollic, he’d given orders to have the exemplars watched. Dawn lit the eastern sky above the mountains, but Icarthya remained in a half light. There were sword and axe men, spearmen, javelin men, archers and slingers. Nervous eyes watched the moving wall of muscle and steel, until the newborn sunlight breached the mountainous skyline and blinded the defenders. The enemy had chosen their moment precisely.

The brutish faces of the Nephilim roared.

The first response was from the Paldanars. Some of them sheltered within the wooden hoarding on the outer wall. Others stood on the fifty-foot inner wall, which had less damage.

‘Nock arrows,’ roared their leader, his voice just about reaching Threadfin’s ears. ‘Draw ... Loose.’

They unleashed a hissing iron-tipped hail. Other Paldanar ranks stood within the walls, looking out of place in their muslin smocks, leather armour and turbans. Their arrows hissed high over the walls. 

The Nephilim bent into the metallic rain. Iron and bronze arrowheads binged and scratched against impenetrable armour. Several found a mark where flesh was exposed.

On they came.

‘Loose!’ A second volley followed by a third. The fourth had more impact, the range shortened, but it wasn’t enough. Catapults and ballistae launched their shot and bolts, but these they aimed over the inner wall and into the breaches of the outer, to strike the giants trying to fill them. The round stones bounced off the metal shrouded beasts. It was like children showering adults with pebbles. However, the ballistae bolts did have more impact, punching through steel.

The pit traps and defensive ditches inflicted casualties. The Avim handled those the best, as they leapt over them. Archers, javelin men and slingers fired at will at the hulking shapes below. Others threw rocks and boiling oil. 

Numerous Emim and Rephaim hurled long twisted ropes with grappling hooks at the outer wall. Soldiers fought to dislodge them. Hooks lodged onto the hoarding and numerous giants heaved on the ropes. The wooden structure disintegrated, bodies tumbling.

Following behind, were the bulk of the Emim, the warg handlers biding their time. Rephaim leapt from the outer onto the inner walls using wings for lift. The Avim jumped, powerful legs hurtling them into defenders. The first giants gained the top amid intense arrow fire, and leapt on the humans. The outer defences had failed, but then, Threadfin hadn’t expected anything else.

Catapult shot cannoned into the battlements, indiscriminate of species. Bolt throwers proved more accurate and several giants fell to those. The lead giants leapt from the inner wall and towers to smash barricades and catapults. They swung their infamous harogs with patient ease. The heavy mace-like grond found no obstacle in bronze coated shields, nor did the long metallic flails. This last weapon was unknown to Threadfin. Defenders died in a spray of red mist. He felt Rollic tremble beside him. He wished he could’ve offered comfort, which surprised him. Once, he wouldn’t have cared. He placed a withered hand on the captain’s shoulder, but the breather didn’t notice.

‘Forward march,’ an officer yelled. Tight rectangular phalanx formations marched as one. ‘Halt,’ and then, ‘Brace!’ 

The phalanxes held against the giants. Some spears found their mark and the enemy took casualties. The phalanxes heaved, using their shields like battering rams. As one, they shoved, raised their shields and stabbed. Their movements were quick, practiced, and precise. Between the formations, archers gathered, firing in unison. Javelin men and slingers also weaved between the phalanxes. More giants fell.

The Nephilim charged, with armoured heads and shoulders bent.

Formations shattered, exposing the flanks of others. Officers bellowed and the remaining phalanxes attempted to manoeuvre to meet the threat. They were too slow. Ash wood spears shattered against superior steel. Several more giants fell back with wounds, but it wasn’t enough. The formations broke, survivors retreating. 

More giants gained the walls, dislodging remaining defenders. A handful of rogue and doomed swordsmen slashed at the enemy. They tried to find gaps in armour, or to hamstring those without extensive leg armour. 

Two legion remnants had stood on that side of the river, over four thousand soldiers. Each minute reduced that number. 

‘I don’t think that, ah, that he’s coming,’ said Rollic, his voice somewhat steady despite his trembling. He didn’t take his eyes off the battle, which was much more visible to him now. ‘We’re probably not worth the trouble.’

‘He’ll come.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because I’m here, captain, as is my sister.’ He didn’t care if the breather understood. It was the truth. No doubt, Avitus had planned to trap them between herself and the horde, but he was going to spring the trap early, and smash it to pieces. Whether he survived or not, Gog would not reach his sister. He prayed to the Spectrum above Aiyana and her Darken could handle Avitus alone.

The remaining cohorts on the western side rushed onto the bridge. Rollic bellowed commands from his vantage point to messengers below. Somewhere out there, Sarscha was doing the same. She’d want an organised retreat, not a rout. The fresh cohorts held, their spears prodding the giants, whose momentum slowed. The growing pile of dead hindered those behind. Still, the giants gained ground, hacking and slicing. The defenders ducked and weaved. 

On they came.

Throughout, hail thrummed the earth in tune to rattling armour and shield. The sky turned red as the day was born in blood. The icy wind relented and hail turned to rain. Threadfin could now barely see the battle, Rollic relying on the information scouts brought him. Vast numbers of dead, combined with thickening mud of a ploughed parkland, slowed the enemy. 

Those retreating had a chance, though individual giants rampaged onwards. The handlers had released their charges. Wargs bounded through the gaps in the walls, snarling. The floundering giants and thick mud proved no obstacle to them. The ring of hair encircling their necks bristled like spikes. They chased the retreating humans who whirled about, hacking and stabbing at furless bodies. The predators shook victims between jagged teeth, like dolls, or savaged their throats. 

The enemy, however, didn’t flounder for long. Threadfin saw a lost cause in the breathers waiting on the roofs and below within abandoned buildings. He wanted to save them for Aiyana, almost as much as he wanted to save her. Only now, he also wanted to save them because they didn’t deserve this. 

All thought evaporated when he saw the largest Nephilim to soil the earth, the spawn of Og of Bashan. Gog of Magog, approached the damaged city walls.
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ONCE ACROSS THE BRIDGE, Aiyana and the others had spent the remaining hours of the night making their way through the streets of the Mammon. Her Darken was close behind with the fat conclavist and Desool bringing up the rear. Exemplar patrols appeared at times, forcing them to hide or find another route. It seemed the Redcloaks did not intend to protect the city and were likely sabotaging its defence.

Dawn had broken as they had climbed the hills to the edge of the Hallow, the palace curtain wall and towers looming overhead. Clutching the dagger belted to her waist, Aiyana felt a force throbbing through the hilt. The splice was a living weapon she could hardly believe existed. Would it be enough? Liviana was a harpy, and more dangerous than any Angelborn. According to her Darken, killing her with an ordinary blade wouldn’t do. Aiyana needed to separate the mortal woman from the spirit within, and from the Stone.

It was difficult for Aiyana to accept her Darken was Angelborn, especially with that mouth of hers. And here I thought I had secrets. At times, when they’d paused for a rest, she’d found herself looking askance at the woman.

The sun retreated within the clouds as a steady hail stung her face. A concussion reached her feet. Paving stones lifted and cracked. She tottered. It was like a quake, but she knew it was no natural phenomenon. Gog had arrived, the battle below less than an hour old. She knew her little brother was down there. No, he wasn’t little anymore, and he was far more powerful than she. Everything was changing, and she didn’t know if she could keep up. You’ll just have to, you fool, she thought. 

The odd soldier appeared, bloodied and half dead, or civilians fleeing for the safety of the palace. The exemplar patrols had ceased, and their absence was ominous. Liviana had gathered in her forces. At one point, Aiyana halted in a doorway. The others hid among a jumble of stones and wood. A warg pounced on another group, savaging a soldier, and then bounded after the survivors.

Hearing footfalls, she turned and gave Cathya a grin. ‘Having trouble keeping up, my love?’

‘You go rushing in, and you’ll die. We go when I say. No running off on your own. I mean it, Yana.’

‘Oh, the Grim piss on it, if you must have it your way.’ What mattered was stopping Liviana. Sometimes it seemed her Darken thought her charge couldn’t brush her hair without help. The fact she had helped with that was beside the point.

‘Even I would struggle in a contest with her,’ admitted Cathya. ‘Since you’re committed, we must take her together. The entire palatium will be a trap.’ 

‘Well ... of course ... it’s a trap.’ Davard’s chest heaved as he gasped for air, his fat cheeks bright red. His lumbering bodyguard had kept pace with him, and seemed rested. It was clear who the imp planned on protecting. ‘What matters is ... how ... you spring it.’

‘What do you mean?’ asked Aiyana, not believing his winded act for a second.

Cathya answered. ‘He means someone must act as bait, go in alone.’

‘Spring the trap,’ said the spymaster, ‘and then ...’

Aiyana drew the soul splice from where she’d tucked it into a belt, which she’d taken from a dead man. It proved uncomfortable, but she couldn’t run about holding it all the time. She fingered it, thinking. 

‘It must be you to face Liviana,’ said Cathya, and Aiyana gave her a grateful look. She had thought her Darken would argue it further. No doubt, the woman wanted to. 

Shaking her head in sorrow, Aiyana tucked the blade back beneath the tight belt. ‘Then you must be the one to spring it.’ 

‘The fate of all depends on you,’ said Cathya, ‘and what you do today. Know that I love you and I am proud of you.’

Aiyana and her companions moved on, urgent now. Just as it seemed they might make it, a street leading to the palace walls ahead, a pair of sydarags rushed from an alley. Their riders didn’t notice the four, preoccupied with escape. The animals were agitated, snorting and rearing, the soldiers whipping them. Then one soldier spotted Desool, and gave a shout. It was all he had time for.

A warg bounded from an adjoining street. It trailed a metal chain about its spiked neck, which scraped the paving stones. The beast increased speed. 

It had the riders in the open. 

With a crack of bone, its teeth sank into the nearest mount. It gouged a piece of flesh from the flank, and part of the rider’s left leg. Both victims toppled to the left. The other rider swung and stabbed with her spear. The warg twisted about. It flanked the second rider, tearing the woman’s arm off. She screamed, falling from the saddle. Though badly injured, she struggled for a dagger at her waist. Her mount snapped at the warg’s neck, but the crushing force of a grond ended the sydarag’s counter. An iron shod boot ended the woman.

The Emim raised its weapon and gaze, spotting Aiyana. The warg handler bellowed and stomped towards her. It also held a short spear in its other fist.

Davard vanished with a crack of displaced air. He reappeared ahead of her to block the giant’s path. The Emim paused, but recovered quickly. It aimed its weapon, but again, Davard vanished. This time he reappeared behind the giant, slashing at its legs with his sword. Shouting at Aiyana to flee, he kept this up for several seconds, before a hurled spear erupted through his flesh. The impact spun him to face her. The Emim had somehow anticipated his movements. Davard remained standing, the spear halfway through his left shoulder, though his face had gone pale.

The imp joined his master, a jagged scarap in his grip. The warg handler held the beast’s chain again. The Emim hesitated for a moment, confused by Desool’s presence, but then advanced.

‘Go on,’ shouted Davard over his shoulder, having sunk to his knees. The air around him pulsed as though he was trying to escape, but was too weak. ‘Go while we got their attention.’ Then in a softer voice, which she still heard, he added, ‘Goodbye, my lady.’

A teeth-splitting growl erupted from the warg. Desool stood between Davard and the Emim. With a bellow, the imp rushed to meet handler and beast.

Aiyana’s Darken pulled her back, and she turned and ran. She felt affection for that cantankerous sweaty old fool, and not a little gratitude. She’d also grown fond of Desool in their short time together. Every fibre of her being wanted to help them, but she knew it futile. If either she or Cathya were injured or killed, who would stop Liviana? If Threadfin failed his task, retrieving the Shathra Stone might be the world’s only hope. 

She swiped at the tears as she ran.
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Holding the Bridge

THE DEFENDERS HELD the crossing. Surviving Paldanars and Valtari loosed volley after volley until they had nothing but daggers. The phalanxes held to the bridge’s centre, shields and spears a bristling barrier. A handful of Nephilim had made it across before the defence could be organised, though most of those lay dead. The remaining catapults on the western bank opened fire.

The Nephilim battered at the phalanxes, which closed ranks, growing tighter, smaller. Four enemies fell, two to catapult shot at close range. The ones behind dragged the dead or wounded from their path. More forced their way onto the bridge. None yet braved the depths of the icy river.

Eight more handlers released their wargs. This time the humans were ready. Four of the animals fell to spears, but the others got beneath the wall of shields. They savaged unprotected thighs and groins, as soldiers tried to skewer or hack at them. 

The phalanxes broke. Three animals remained on the bridge, savaging retreating spearmen. Three cohorts, each consisting of eighty men and women, held the end of the Malk Bridge. They raised their spears to allow survivors through, and then finished the wargs. 

The Nephilim withdrew, dragging their dead with them.

A ragged cheer arose from the survivors. They didn’t see what Threadfin did, at least, not at first. He stared at the approaching menace. The wait was over.

The earth ahead of the monster split. A shock ran beneath the city, and buildings that had escaped unscathed, swayed. Others collapsed. 

Threadfin watched as soldiers who defended the bridge, lost heart. They fled, crawling through rubble, most falling between widening fractures. The bridge itself began to crumble, but that wouldn’t stop him. What came now wasn’t anything a breather could fight. 

‘Hold,’ Rollic roared at them, despite the fact his messengers had fled, and no one could hear him. ‘Hold the bridge. The Grim damn you all to Hell’s Teeth. Hold!’
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THE MONSTROUS BEAST, skin smouldering with a blue fire, crouched beneath a tree. The oak was gnarled but strong, immovable. It grew less than thirty feet from the wall, and a round guard tower. The beast smelled men inside the stone, rank with sweat and wine, saw their faces as they peered out through the crenulations at the driving rain. Thraels, brought from the capital. It knew the faces of these men and women, at least, a part of it did.

The primal part of its soul didn’t care. Meat was meat, but this beast had neither taste nor interest in men.

It slunk from the protection of the oak, keeping low and using bushes and small trees for cover. The Redcloaks raised no cry. The silence was interrupted only by the battle in the distance, the patter of raindrops, and the worried whispers of men.

As it approached the barred gates and portcullis between the towers, the beast spotted movement. It wanted to flee, but the insufferable intelligence binding it, refused. Something about that slow movement was odd.

Human ghosts, pale and ethereal, passed out of the city through the gate. They were running, mouths open in silent screams. A growl rose in the throat of the creature.

Then Canaan saw it. His consciousness forced aside the primal soul he’d subsumed. Leading the ghosts was a man, who though dead, appeared strong and fearless. With his right hand raised, the dead man urged others onward. They fled in fear, but this one did not. He stood his ground, the translucent image of a sword in his left hand. Beyond the ghosts was the hint of dark wings, a terror Canaan Pen Luthus knew well.

Markus Olen was a fool, even in death. Nothing could escape that which consumed existence. It was what had convinced Canaan to abandon his own, to become a Fallen One. He despised the name, but he had earned it. 

None of the guards saw the beast leap up the walls with unnatural ease. They didn’t notice it slip between two wide merlons onto the rampart. It slunk down the narrow stone stairs to the street below. Perhaps they did hear the agonizing screech of a beast, but none dared investigate.

They never saw a naked man murder in the shadows. They never saw him clothe himself in red one final time, and walk away to blend in with the tremulous refugees and defenders of the Blue Palace.
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Approach to the Palace

AS THE ENEMY overran the Mammon Quarter, and approached the steep streets leading to the Hallow and the Palace, Rollic’s own cohort prepared to lead their first assault. Wielding ropes ending in barbed hooks, his soldiers hid within the buildings below. Threadfin knew that Scatter and Pods were down there, though he’d seen no sign of Lorn. After all, she had promised she wouldn’t let herself be killed. He didn’t know why he thought of her now, but something about her bothered him.

Men and women crept along the rooftops. Here the streets were older, curving, and narrower, and steep too. They leapt from one peaked roof to the next, a few of the soldiers slipping on slick or loose tiles. One man fell with a sharp cry, but none gave him a glance. There would be worse causalities before long.

The soldiers leapt out as the first giant appeared, swinging the hooks, ropes entwining the Rephaim’s thick legs. Others attacked from above, aiming for the neck. Two hit their target. The metal claws dug into flesh and bone, though steel armour and swatting wings thwarted others. 

Four versions of Scatter rushed to aid the men on the ropes, and a lone Podral Pole, who appeared less than happy. Threadfin shook his head in wonderment. Breather magic; he still found it hard to credit.

Between those pulling from above and below, the lone Rephaim became unbalanced. Bellowing, it crashed earthward. Another soldier leapt from the rooftop onto its chest. Forcing up its steel faceguard, he buried a spear through its eye, into the brain. The soldier worked the spear free with a spout of blood. The giant’s body twitched and jerked for a few moments.

Nephilim battled breathers in other streets, roaring amid the downpour. Humans slipped and screamed. Giants trod on them or minced them with heavy steel. Wargs savaged the injured who lay helpless. Ordinary citizens abandoned the false safety of their homes to flee. Few made it far. 

Rollic’s men ran further along the street. Threadfin knew this would work a few times, but the Nephilim would catch on. As long as the enemy came in ones or twos, they could manage. The narrow climb towards the palace worked in their favour.

The captain stood rock still, but Threadfin sensed the tension in the breather. Rollic wanted to fight alongside his soldiers, but Threadfin needed him. He needed him to stay alive, to co-ordinate this defence.

The Nephilim prince approached. Buildings burst aflame, crumbling in smoke and ash, but there was no glow from those fires. The flames were as evil as the presence incensing them. Steam rose from the giant’s passage, the river evaporating as a fog enveloped the city. Hundreds of Nephilim flooded across to the western bank. The power of that beast was otherworldly, impossible. 

How, thought Threadfin, staring at the monstrosity, in the name of the Holy Spectrum above, am I supposed to stop that thing?

Threadfin witnessed people flung aside by an unseen force, though he had to strain to see through the fog. Others it crushed or ripped asunder, like dolls in the hands of a brat, red stuffing carpeting the paving stones. The god devoured corpses and blood-spattered stone, which crumbled like biscuit. The earth gave way at its passing. Fissures opened, magma bubbling within. This was more than mere corrupted angelic power. Something terrible lay behind this obliteration, and that Grim-blinded Nalrost gave me the job of doing something about it. 

The sheer slaughter, the finality with which those lives ended, disgusted him. He could no longer ignore it. I do care if these people live or die, even if I don’t like them. Okay, so maybe I like some of them. Fine, then, I like most of them, but he would reserve a few to dislike on principle. 

He saw how wretched and defenceless they were, and he felt helpless to save them. What a bad joke. The Aidari had been wrong, the poor fools. Yet, the desire to stop this madness, along with the fear it would also find Aiyana, motivated him to try. It was that, or run.

Black fire licked Gog’s limbs, kissing the edges of his breastplate. Skulls and dried skins girded his waist, a loincloth of conquest. The skulls moved, scanning the way ahead, speaking to their master. The giant’s thick shoulders bristled with spines of fire. It stood higher than rooftops, a flaming fist crushing buildings as it advanced. 

Then the Nephilim prince burst into flame. This wasn’t an otherworldly fire of its own making, but a living fire of writhing orange, reds, and yellows. The imperial marshal and a small band rushed across the rooftops. They held clay pots in leather satchels on their backs. He’d seen them prepared with a noxious mixture, which included bitumen, petroleum jelly and tope. Two soldiers with lit torches raced beside them. They lit the fuses on each pot, which they held in leather slings. The torches sputtered in the rain, forcing them to work quickly. They flung the missiles at the monstrous Nephilim, aiming for the head and upper torso. The pots shattered in a wash of sticky flame. The burning substance gummed armour and flesh, an unquenchable appetite. 

It was a brave attempt. Threadfin felt elation as he watched their hazy forms through the fog and rain leap to another rooftop. Gog swung a heavy harog, wide as a small house. It was no natural weapon, formed of black flame into something solid. The blade ground through stone, wood, and glass, attempting to dislodge the attackers. The assault had infuriated the god, but that was all. Threadfin’s elation waned. 

Captain Rollic bellowed beside him, ‘Bring the bastard down!’

His group reappeared, with several hooks. There was a chance with Gog distracted. The Marshal and her group were racing towards the edge of a rooftop opposite Threadfin’s shattered building, about to leap the gap. There was a blur of motion as the colossus struck.

The soldiers disappeared in an eruption of shattered stone and dust. The giant’s gaze then settled on Threadfin. Rollic yelled something, but he couldn’t make sense of the words. 

Through the curtain of water and fog, Threadfin glimpsed another world and knew it was no coincidence. Within the blurred reflection was a shadow, he knew belonged to him. Just as quickly, it was gone. Gog raised his weapon for another strike.

Two forms got to their feet on the opposite rooftop and Threadfin noted with relief that Sarscha was one of them. They retreated as the next squad took over. The replacements appeared on both the rooftops and in the streets. There were several versions of Scatter, casting hooks, hurling spears, or hauling on ropes. Podral was there, with a knot of soldiers and more of the clay pots. He looked more miserable than before. He glowered across at Threadfin, who grinned back. His grin faded as he realised, they were waiting for him to do something. 

What was he supposed to do? Scatter’s lessons rushed through his head in a vivid rush, but he saw nothing to stop this monster. 

As Gog struck, they flung the last of the burning mud. Pots smacked into the giant’s head in a billow of flame. The Nephilim’s blow swung wide. The harog crunched into the rooftop, two feet from Threadfin. He stumbled backwards. When he regained his footing, he saw what was left of Captain Wyn Rollic. Rollic’s sword lay a foot from the man’s outstretched hand ... just a hand, nothing else. He picked up the weapon, gazing into the iron, but a hazy image was all he saw. He dropped the blade, feeling lost. 

Gog let the harog vanish, and replaced it with a spinning whirlwind between his gargantuan paws. Threadfin knew it was the Shathra Stone. Nothing but a white-blue light shot with colour was visible. 

He felt a strangeness in his body, as though the Stone tugged at him. Instinctively, he raised his hands and saw through them. It was like looking into oily water. A black pattern erupted from his fingers and the thin weaves toyed with the air, like the tentacles of a frantic squid, but the Stone pulled at those too.

He knew if he remained there, he was done, but it was too late for anything. Instead, he focused the dark weaves of his power. They tried to rip at the fabric of time and existence. A dark vortex formed, extant for a breather’s heartbeat. The Stone foiled his attempts. He felt life forces like molten streams of energy feeding him, and the horror of it hit home, not knowing whose lives he took. Dozens, hundreds perhaps, would die because of what he now did, even as he failed. Worse, he was killing the people he sought to save, while attempting to flee. The Nephilim prince smiled, a cavernous grin of flame. 

Threadfin let go of his power. He could not fight back, not at such cost. He gripped the lump of silver at his neck, and waited for the end. It was for the best. Perhaps Aiyana could find a way to survive. I’m sorry, he thought. I wasn’t strong enough, sister.

The swirling Stone became a hole of colourful flame. Both sides of the hole showed the on-going battle, but in a reverse image like a mirror. He saw wargs bounding across the rooftops and descending upon his companions. He saw more than one Scatter fall to vicious jaws, Pole stabbing like a man possessed. He saw armoured giants thunder into the knot of soldiers below, dislodging hooks, ripping into human flesh. Hundreds of Nephilim entered the city, crossing the evaporated river.

Closer to the yawning vortex, he saw what lay behind it as though light bent around it, but the images were stretched. It was like looking through bubbled glass made of flame. People died, no matter if he used his magic or not. It was then he remembered he was the Key. With one last burst of viralic power, he tentatively reached out to the Stone, not to thwart it, but to unlock it. The vortex sucked him out of all time and reality into the fragmented reflection of another world. 
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CANAAN’S BOOTS RAPPED on the blue-veined marble, a solid sound. They weren’t his, but taken from a dead soldier. He wiped sweaty palms on his knee length tunic, crimson cloak whipping behind him. He’d left the armour. Against this foe, it would do no good. The pain in his shoulders made him wince. He could feel those protrusions. Soon, he thought, very soon. His angelic power corrupted by Darkness, he had become something twisted, a chimera. He would end this now, as an Angelborn.

Torches flickered as a frigid breeze gusted through the open colonnade of the outer palace grounds. Exemplar guards shivered. These stood not far from the stables. Their tunics and scaled armour, or the newer segmented cuirasses, were little grace against the cold. They wrapped their cloaks closer, not seeing him until it was too late. 

They were Andromeda’s, no longer his. Many of the corridors of the palace opened to the air on this southern side. Sculpted pillars lined this one, marking members of the old families, in imitation of those in Icarthya. Stepping over the bodies, he passed along the colonnade, and saw the unfolding of imperial history, the ancient tharons and their city states giving way to an imperium, and a single ruler. 

He halted by the final pillar. The features of Icarthya’s recent rulers were less weather worn. Only the face of each ruler earned a place. Silver etched the expressions, outlined eyes and hair. He felt drawn to one in particular. The sculptors had completed it not long ago. He stroked the face with a finger, feeling the smoothness, the prominent nose, and those eyes ... the palm of his hand grew hot, until it glowed redder than a coal fire. The stone face melted. She had brought all their plans to ruin. She would defeat the undead mage, taking the Key for herself. There would be no reward for him, no world to rule. 

He turned and shoved open the narrow servant door. Light splashed across the pillars, and the bodies of exemplar guards, stone hair glittering above the disfigured likeness of Liviana Avitus. A lone torch lit the narrow plain whitewashed corridor. 

The door shut behind him.
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Triggering the Trap

CATHYA ENTERED THE palace grounds through a small gate set in a wall surrounding a rose garden. It took her seconds to freeze the lock, and shatter it. With the battle ongoing, there were few left to guard the entire complex. No one challenged her. Forcing it open, she entered and extended her wings. It felt good to be herself, to not have to hide. It had not all been a lie of course. Her role as Darken had merged with her true purpose, and her love for Aiyana had grown out of it. She’d wanted to tell her the truth. The princess had her own secrets and though Cathya had known everything, she wished they could’ve cast aside their masks. Yes, it felt good.

She entered through a wide corridor lined with carved pillars. A lone torch lit the way. She’d expected greater resistance. Maybe she could reach Liviana first, and Aiyana wouldn’t have to put herself in danger. She broke into a run, eager to be done. 

As she reached a length of corridor at the top of a broad marble staircase, Liviana attacked her from the gloom, hurling power like spitting fire. The Darken’s feathers hardened like iron, repelling the blows. Within seconds, dozens of armoured guards set upon her. Some of the Redcloaks bore soul shards, those being thraels. She ducked and rolled between her attackers. The floor itself was alive as it snatched at her, but she was quick. Lightning struck at her. Its accuracy was astonishing as it avoided the thraels. Blow after blow she avoided or thwarted, but they had her surrounded. Then, one came too close.

She struck out with her own power. A finger of cold white light pierced through his armour, puncturing the heart. All about her was darkness, except when flashes of magic lit the corridor as bright as the sun. They came at her in episodic motion, between bouts of pitch blackness.

Her soul pulsed with vitality. She struck again with her power. Its light parted the darkness, then armour and the flesh beneath. A second fell, a third, a fourth. Her wings beat, fast and violent. She rose, dragging another with her, before letting the torn body fall. She felt disdain for what Liviana had done. Bestowing angelic weapons upon humans was a crime. Branding them that way meant bondage until their deaths.

She dropped with speed to the floor. Landing, her right wing rammed into more attackers. Two bodies slammed into the far wall. Stone fingers reached out. The exemplars screamed as the wall consumed them. Cathya paused in surprise, long enough for her assailants to regroup and attack as one.

Liviana was somewhere in the background, hidden. As the soldiers attacked, the harpy struck. Flaming vines, this time careless for the lives of her thraels, wrapped around Cathya, constricting her legs. Glowing red and yellow barbs punctured her skin where her wings failed to protect her. It clawed at her soul, attempting to quench its light. The Darken twisted her torso and the edge of her left wing sliced through the neck of a female thrael. 

Ten opponents remained, and they again attacked together. Liviana struck, barbs of fire filled the air like arrows, taking out her own. Cathya’s wings shielded her, but many barbs struck home, even as the burning coils bit deeper into her flesh. Stone flags erupted from beneath her. Grasping claws of granite grabbed her. She tried to fly, to escape. The Darken screamed as stone fingers ripped at her wings.

They pulled her down in a flurry of blood and feathers.
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AIYANA ATTEMPTED TO get her bearings. The corridors of the palace were moving. She tried to ignore the strangeness, which had begun after she’d entered through the empty stable courtyard. There was a small culvert in the outer wall, for runoff when the grooms washed the yard and stables. It consisted of a gap with four rusted iron bars, which were all loose. She had used it as a girl to sneak out under her father’s nose, when they had stayed in Byrsa. The alterations inside the palace were hideous, walls and floors groaning like the innards of a vast beast. There were no guards in sight, save dead ones. She assumed those were Cathya’s work.

What had Liviana done? In her wildest nightmares, Aiyana could never have imagined such a scene of gross horror. It could only have been the effect of the Shathra Stone. The woman had learned something of its use, which made retrieving it vital. Who knew what she might be capable of? Liviana was learning the Stone, changing reality. She could unravel existence. 

Twice the walls attempted to snag her. She came on several doors. Some opened onto blank stone. Had the doors shifted, or had the entire room become encased? She searched through winding corridors, up flights of stairs that hadn’t existed before, opening doors. Not since she was a child had she seen the Blue Palace, and with all the changes, she was lost. 

She emerged into the night once more, and found herself walking through a wide courtyard bordered with pillars and trees. There was a large ornately carved fountain at its centre. The pillars depicted the carved faces of her ancestors. Marble heads turned to follow her, eyes blinking. She tried not to look at them, telling herself it was her imagination. 

Beyond the courtyard, she passed through a variety of corridors, until she arrived at the Great Hall. The bronze doors lay open, and within, Liviana Avitus stood waiting.
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SUNLIGHT, THROUGH A windowed dome above, illuminated a golden throne upon a marble dais. Its presence was symbolic. There was another less ornate chair below the dais for the governor. The room was circular, walls rising to the windowed apex forty feet above in imitation of the Throne Room in Icarthya, albeit smaller. Twenty feet out from the walls and in a semicircle stood ten pillars of red veined, white marble. Around the edges and within the shadows were more exemplars, swords held point down before them. Liviana wanted her to enter. This was the heart of the trap. Aiyana wondered what had happened to Cathya. Well, she would spring it herself. There was no other option. 

She stepped inside.

Movement pulled her gaze from the guards. The marble pillars grated as they twisted in spirals, charred, and wriggling with life. Skeletal arms stretched out from the pillars towards the dais as if reaching for power. 

In the ceiling of the dome were thrashing forms. Stone partially devoured the figures. The windows had vanished. Arms and legs protruded, and the empty sockets of skulls. Are they real? No, she told herself, shutting her eyes. This is all an illusion. It isn’t real.

She walked through the Great Hall. There was a faint glow, but she couldn’t determine its source. None of the exemplars stirred. No doubt, they had orders to leave her to Liviana. She’d been certain the woman had been standing upon the dais, but it was empty now. To the right, the floor ended in a gorge that had not been there a moment before. Beyond it was a deep darkness. There was a woman on the floor not far from the edge, her bare back a riven mess. Two feathered stumps protruded from her back. Chains of stone held her arms and legs, claws of granite gripping her shattered wings. The stone moved, slicing into Cathya’s flesh. 

‘Look inside,’ croaked her Darken. ‘Of course, do take your time, Yana. Not as though I’ve anything better ... to do but ... lounge around here.’

Stepping closer, while wondering how she might free her Darken, Aiyana judged the chasm twenty feet across. Its depth fell to a murky gloom. Within were scrambling figures on its walls, lit by a wan glow. Always climbing but never reaching the top, doomed to an eternity of false hope. The thought came from nowhere.

She dropped to the Angelborn’s side. She’d come to kill Liviana and take the Stone, but she couldn’t do it alone. She understood that now. She drew the soul splice from her belt, hoping it would cut through the bonds. It was after all an unearthly weapon, but she had no experience of such matters.

‘What are you doing?’ Cathya hissed. ‘The bitch is here. Forget me. This is what she wants.’

Aiyana ignored her as she tried to sever the bonds, but the stone contracted and writhed at the blade’s touch. Cathya screamed as they tightened. Aiyana stood, backing away. She couldn’t free her, at least, not that way. Perhaps sticking it in Liviana’s gut might do the job.

‘What did you do to her?’ Aiyana demanded of the thick shadows surrounding the chamber.

‘She is a traitor,’ said a disembodied voice of neither sex. ‘They all are. They do not see that we have already lost. Our Enemy devours existence piece by piece, world by world, eating away with an endless hunger, and they flounder about trying to save what cannot be saved, what does not deserve salvation.’

‘You sided with your enemies,’ Aiyana said, in a cold voice. ‘It is you who is a traitor, Liviana, or whatever your name is. I know you are a Fallen One. I know what you’re trying to do, and I will not allow it. Where is the Shathra Stone?’

Laugher echoed all around her. ‘Such fools are mortals. To think, they thought you could make a difference. Look at you, your beautiful face and golden hair, that sweet voice. You who cannot even accept what you are. The undead are shadows of mortality, just as those human magi are shadows of their former masters. We never sided with the Enemy, but we did reach a truce. The Spectrum, for one small piece and it will be ours to rule for thousands of millennia. Worlds will continue to exist, a part of the Spectrum will go on, but it will be ours. At least, we are true to what we are.’

‘You’re lying,’ Aiyana spat. ‘There was no truce. You are Fallen, and you do whatever your enemy commands. You hoped to steal a part of the Spectrum for yourself, to keep the Stone, to rule worlds, yes, but not to save them. You’re nothing more than a common thief, Andromeda.’ When an inhuman shriek rose about her, she knew she’d hit close to the mark. Goad the bitch into making a mistake, a risky and desperate ploy. 

That was when she realised Cathya wasn’t there any longer. A tormented column drew her gaze. It writhed like all the others, but something about it was different. The skeletal arms and legs imprisoned someone new.

Her Darken.

‘Cath?’ she called, but there was no answer. ‘Cathya, can you hear me?’ She ran towards the column, but the woman had vanished within the stone. She beat at it with her fists, with the soul splice, weeping. 

A flash of spiralling flame resolved into Liviana. The harpy attacked, a blade of sunlight appearing in her hands. 

A man appeared in front of Liviana, and the shining sword halted in its downward path. Confusion contorted the woman’s face. The momentary distraction was all Aiyana needed to move away. As the man faded into mist, Tezcat appeared behind Liviana and poked her with a slender blade. Liviana whirled in anger, but both man and girl faded away. Some of the guards encircling the Great Hall fell to their knees, as Aiyana drew on their life forces. She felt no guilt in the act. There was no time for such feelings.

Aiyana delved deep into her inner self, begging those souls for their aid. Some came willingly as they always had, Tezcat, Lyrin, Welts, and Beezer, but others she had to coax and some would never come, though she was as aware of those as of the others. Thousands of virals lost to the Spectrum, their souls tied to hers. 

Men, women, and children appeared, jabbing, kicking, or simply pointing and laughing, as Liviana Avitus whirled in a firestorm of rage. The harpy lashed out with her angelic blade or with stabs of fire and lightning.

Aiyana stalked closer, the splice in her right hand. She threw those other souls at her opponent, like a shield wall that hid her among them as she advanced. She only needed one clear moment, to stab the splice home, and it would be over.

Aiyana was within five feet of the other woman. A crowd of lost souls appearing and vanishing lay between them. Three feet now, and she raised the weapon. None of the guards remained standing, several writhing in agony, others screeching as boils or open sores covered them head to toe. A few lay dead.

Pain struck Aiyana’s chest. Liviana had anticipated her, lulling her in. She fell to her knees as the blade cut deeper into her body. She let go of the splice, the blade clanging on blue slate. Her left arm clutched at Liviana’s shoulder. Weakness spread through her, and she found she couldn’t lift the other arm, never mind retrieve her weapon.

‘Enough of your tricks,’ Liviana snapped. ‘What is that you have there? Did you think you could just stab me? These humans are like little children, but you are a worm.’ With her free hand, Liviana gripped a clump of Aiyana’s hair and forced her to look up. The sea of bodies in the ceiling, she realised, had been denizens of the palace, and people who had fled there for safety. 

‘Do you see their desiccated flesh, their cracked bones?’ whispered Andromeda through Liviana. ‘They will continue forever this way, as broken as you, but not as free. Look at my power over them. I will be mistress of this world and all others that mirror it. How else can I save something of the Spectrum? Do you think these mortals are worth more than existence itself? Humanity is not what we must save. In this, you have erred badly.’ She swept her free arm to encapsulate the scene. ‘Once, we ruled the entire Spectrum, but times change as humans like to say. All I need is your brother, and he will be here soon. I think I would like you to see that.’ She leaned closer, molten lips burning her ear. ‘I will leach his power out of him, while he screams for you, my dear. I will cut off his head, and only then will I release you.’

Aiyana felt cold. Within her, viralic souls fought back. Their continued existence was linked to hers. When she died, they would also cease. Black mist-like filaments seeped from her pores like smoke, to converge on Liviana and the sword. Aiyana’s façade of beauty and youth, which had hidden her from notice, crumbled. Her true nature was revealed. Her skin was green-grey, fissured and cracked. Her hair was lank with bald patches, her eyes set in dark sunken hollows. She knew what she looked like, having seen it the mirror long ago, having cried over the injustice of it. She knew what Liviana saw, what she hadn’t allowed herself to see for years. She had thought herself abhorrent, diseased and beyond acceptance. She’d learned to hide that creature.

‘You have no idea what I am, Fallen One,’ Aiyana said in a calm voice, ‘or what I am capable of. I too am no easy meat, and nor is my brother.’

‘Oh, what a fighter we are?’ Liviana spat, attempting to drive the sword deeper. Those misty vines clambered across her and the blade searching for weakness. ‘Not long now, and my Nephilim will defeat him. Then I will have him tight in my fist. Even if my pet fails, do you think your brother will not do as I command if it means saving you? Those magi wasted their lives and millions of others to create your kind, and ... look at you. Look at what all those lives purchased. Pathetic. I am trying to save millions of worlds.’

Aiyana felt the sword delve deeper. It ate at her soul, but those others within her refused to quit. She wept, and no doubt, Liviana saw it as her weakening. In truth, it was joy. She had used those souls at times, two here, a handful there, but she had never felt as though they were a part of her, until now. 

She realised what she needed to do. She let them loose, all but two as part of her mind touched the Spectrum, searching for Threadfin. She needed to find him, to help him, anyway she could. Their battles were linked, for if one failed, so would the other.

Those souls given free rein, her power enveloped Liviana’s shoulder and sword arm, then the sword itself. The harpy let out an anguished cry as she felt the vengeance of hundreds of viralic souls, but she refused to retreat, to withdraw the blade. 

Aiyana closed her eyes. Having found him, she smiled.
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From Ship to Shore

CHAINS GOUGED FURROWS into Threadfin’s dead flesh. He felt them tighten, as though they reacted to his thoughts. It felt familiar. This had happened before, but this time they weren’t chains at all. Serpents coiled about him, constricting. Their fangs bit deep releasing venom. What was this new horror? How did I get here, he thought, and where is here? All he remembered was falling into nothingness, and then snakes of all things. Those barbed chains would’ve been better. He didn’t like snakes. Normal people, even undead ones, never liked snakes.

There were voices above, grunting and heaving. Grey light gave a little illumination through gaps in a wooden ceiling. Freezing water sloshed about his feet with pieces of shattered earthenware. The floors and walls were also wooden. On racks were rows of terracotta amphorae, stacked and secured with thick rope. Added to all that was the giddiness he couldn’t shake. 

It was the hold of a merchant vessel, a large amphora carrier. Something told him it wasn’t a real ship, no more than it was a real ocean. This was an in-between place, a hole in the Spectrum. At least, he thought, I’ve managed to keep my wits, if not my freedom. 

He looked towards his captor, sat opposite him. A faint aura surrounded the person, the face blurred. ‘Why have you chained me? Is that you, Pen Luthus? Thought I’d killed you already. It’ll really irritate me if I have to do it a second time.’

‘You have chained yourself.’ The face and body were dissolving, as if another person was being born before his eyes. The process stopped halfway, leaving a shimmering blur. 

What is going on here? ‘Why would I do something stupid like that?’

‘You don’t recognise me?’

Something in the voice tickled his memory, although it seemed neither male nor female.

‘Thought is a powerful force in this place,’ said his captor. ‘It can create or destroy, even bind. You must give up those negative thoughts. You think you’re not worthy, that your abilities are not good enough, and that you are a failure.’

The way this person spoke brought feelings of warmth, despite the uncomfortable subject. ‘Who are you?’

‘Do you remember the pond?’

‘I don’t ... what?’ Threadfin remembered. He shut his eyes, and recalled Sarscha attempting to drown their sister, an impossibility since Aiyana was undead. It had still been a terrible thing to witness.

The voice changed in tone, becoming softer, and Threadfin felt a shock of recognition. ‘Little Yana,’ the blur laughed. ‘She drew on the life of crows and spent months collecting them. Some servants got sick, guardsmen too, but she never meant harm, no more than you did. In time, she learned how to focus, to only draw life from birds and animals.’

‘What ... I,’ Threadfin stammered. 

The shadowy form leaned forwards, and two hand-like appendages touched Threadfin’s head. There was warmth in that contact. He gave himself a mental shake. He needed to keep his wits, but something had taken control of his mind, and it beat down all resistance as the memory filled him.

‘Freaks,’ Sarscha yelled after them. ‘Father will hear about this. He won’t stand for a freak on the throne.’ 

They ran towards the palace but as they did, Threadfin had a feeling. He stopped and glanced upwards at a tower, ignoring Aiyana tugging on his arm. High above, he saw a figure peering between two merlons.

Grandfather would understand. He knew what being a viral meant. Threadfin still wasn’t sure, but he had promised that Threadfin would understand one day.

Perhaps it was a trick of the light, or an errant ray of sunlight, but he thought he saw his grandfather smile. For a moment, the face shimmered to reveal a shrivelled ruin.

He ran indoors with his sister, ready to face whatever punishment was to come. It would be okay because grandfather would make it so.

The blur drew back. The face changed, the body growing smaller, until he recognised Tezcat’s greying skin, sunken eyes, and cheeky smile.

‘Cat?’

The blurring occurred again, swifter than before. When it ceased, what remained was a shock of white hair above a wrinkled face, a sunken left cheek where Olen Quintus had taken a spear thrust in his youth. Threadfin groaned as the serpentine chains bit deeper, their venom weakening him.

‘Hello, Fin.’

‘How can you be here? Is this some sort of trick?’

‘When I died,’ said his grandfather, ‘I joined the countless viralic souls, who are entwined with your sister’s spirit, the result of a complicated spell. Yana and I shared a particular magical talent, and so she can give us the freedom to roam the world, for short periods. It does take a toll on her, I’m afraid. We see and hear what she does, when she wishes it. It is because of her I am here now. She sent me to you, as she once sent Tezcat, because she cannot follow herself.’

Threadfin stared at his grandfather, speechless for once. He recalled curling in his lap by a roaring fire, listening to his tales in wonderment. He had always found time for Threadfin. ‘You, you were ... and now, you’re... and Cat, she’s—’

Olen Quintus nodded. ‘It is a long story, Fin.’

‘Wait a minute, if you’re undead like me, how can you be my grandfather? We are Plagueborn. How is it you came to sire my father? It isn’t possible, is it?’

‘That shared talent with your sister, I mentioned, well, that’s how. My ability meant I could produce life in myself, and therefore in your grandmother’s womb, and yes, she was a breather.

‘It is a rare talent among the undead, and none is better at it than your sister. Of course, my being your grandfather had nothing to do with you two birthing as virals. You were both born of the plague, like me. Was it a coincidence we were of the same line ... perhaps, or could it have been by design? Well, there is only one I could ask that question of, if I could.’

‘What happened?’

The old viral grimaced. ‘My Darken betrayed me, a man I trusted and bestowed great responsibility upon. It seems history repeated itself with your father’s death, and in that, there was design. However, I was more careful in the choosing of your Darken. I was able to influence that through your sister.’

Threadfin ceased in his struggle against the serpents. He stared at the old man in disbelief.

‘Normally, you would’ve had one from birth. Your father chose otherwise. In that, he erred, but I set it right. Yana always was able to sway him, where I could not.’ He gave a mischievous smile that was identical to Aiyana’s. ‘You don’t know who I’m talking about, do you?’

Threadfin racked his maggot-riddled brains, but ended with a shake of his head.

‘He doesn’t seem like much, I know,’ said Olen Quintus, ‘and he isn’t really Aidari as I’m sure you’ve figured out. That’s why I chose him. Be wary of those Aidari, by the way. They have their own agenda and you cannot trust them all. Well, once they somehow discovered he was your Darken, they recruited him. You did always moan about not having one.’ 

He had a Darken and it was, Podral Pole? Several moments of silence went by as he let it sink in. ‘You know, for a time, I hated his guts.’

‘And you loved Tezcat like a sister. I think she’s a little jealous of you and Yana, you know. Just because she’s, full dead, as you like to put it, doesn’t mean she has no feelings. She never had a brother. She died during the purge.’

How many souls were within his sister, or connected to her, or whatever? He didn’t pretend to understand how it worked. Although Olen Quintus looked substantial, Threadfin thought he could see through him. He bit back on the urge to poke him. The ship lurched and rolled, several of the amphorae snapping their ropes, and smashing against the hull.

‘Fin, you must listen to me now, as you once did. You’re nearing your destination, but you must throw off your shackles. The time will come when you must lose yourself.’

‘I’m not sure I understand.’

‘Believe in not just what you are, but who you are. You fear what you might become. You fear your own power. Being a viral does not define you, nor what people think about you. You are still my grandson. A boy who defended his sister, who loved, laughed, and never gave a care to what others thought. That is the grandson I knew. When the time comes, you must let go of your fear and trust in who you are. Then, you must lose yourself. That is the only way you will find yourself again.’ 

The ship lurched as though turning. It rose and fell on the troubled waters outside. Threadfin wasn’t sure he liked what he heard. ‘You’ve never shown me what you look like. In all those years, I never saw your true face, not properly.’

For a brief moment, his grandfather revealed a deathly grey visage that many would’ve mistaken for a ten-year-old corpse. It vanished as quick.

‘You, Tezcat, all those others, you’re not really dead.’

‘Oh, we are dead, but our souls are stuck halfway between this world and nothingness. If not for Aiyana and Beezer’s spell, we would be lost.’

Beezer? Olen Quintus’ image then flickered and faded. ‘Grandfather,’ said Threadfin, unable to keep the anxiety from his voice, ‘what’s wrong? What’s happening?’

His grandfather shook his head. ‘Your sister is weakening. I don’t have much time with you. You are nearing the point of arrival. Yana will try to guide you, if she can. It will take less effort than sending us, but she won’t be able to do much.’ 

‘What’s happened to her?’ Threadfin asked with dread in his gut. ‘Is she alright?’

‘Do not let this place lull you, Fin. What you see is just your mind trying to make sense of it all. You must believe in yourself.’ 

Footsteps thudded on the deck above, but the sound was wrong. Was there a crew on this craft? The ship lurched, but it wasn’t the motion of water. It was as though something hammered against the hull, trying to break in.

With a start, he realised he was alone. He struggled against his bonds, the snakes coiling tighter. Bound like this, he couldn’t do much. His grandfather had said something about his mind making sense of it all. Yes, that was it!

In the end, it proved simple. He stared at the coiling bonds, their poisonous fangs sinking deeper, and imagined them as his doubts. Then, he just let them fall away. The snakes vanished before they struck the hull. A feeling of purpose, of resolve, filled him. Huh, that went better than I expected. He prayed to the Spectrum above the rest would prove as easy.

Aiyana was weakening. He now understood if he failed here, she would die. What would happen to his grandfather then, or Tezcat? There was nothing for it. He would just have to succeed.

He listened to the scratching and thumps, snarls, and distant screeches, and also wondered what would happen if those things got inside. Then it all began to dissolve around him.
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HIS FINGERS GOUGED at the soil until he could force one bony arm through. His head broke the surface. Flesh slopped from the raven’s beak as it trained one beady on him. The bird fluttered to one side as he hauled himself out of the ground. Spreading its wings, the scavenger rose from the wasteland with a raucous cry.

He clawed dirt from his lank hair. It clotted his vision. He tried blinking tears to clear it, but his eyes were bone dry. Churned earth came into view, with crumbling monoliths towering in the distance. Chunks of stone and rotting wood littered the plain in front of him. He rose and took several awkward steps towards a cadaver. He knelt beside the ribboned flesh. Though he was naked, he felt no cold. There was no breath of wind in that place. It felt as if there was no air at all, but that couldn’t be. He needed to breathe, didn’t he?

Touching cold dead lips with thin fingers, he smiled. There were others beneath the tossed stones. The corpses excited him. He stroked the woman’s hair. Clumps lifted away, skin tearing from the emaciated flesh. The woman’s eyes opened within a damaged face. He smiled at her.

He couldn’t remember his name. He didn’t know that place. It didn’t matter. He felt at home. Strange, because he didn’t think he belonged there.

Sounds came from the desolated buildings. He ignored them. He glimpsed small creatures with spiked tails and wings, darting through the shadows. He ignored those too. Howls rose in the distance. Now, those he did not ignore. Those beastly wails sent a shiver of fear through him. He didn’t like feeling afraid. It was a cold feeling.

The dead woman gripped his hand. ‘Don’t be scared,’ he said to her. ‘It’s me they’re after.’ How did he know that? That it was the truth was not in question. He stroked her hand. Why couldn’t he remember his name?

‘Listen up good, Threads,’ the woman responded. Her voice was familiar, too familiar. ‘I is here to help. You needs be careful, or you will lose yourself. You needs wait for the right moment. Member what your ol’ grandfather told you.’

‘I have a name?’ he asked. Threads? 

The woman’s face was deadpan. ‘You is Threadfin Todder, stupid. Member yourself.’ Then she whispered, ‘She’s here, somewhere. Be careful.’

Her answer didn’t please him. Not his name, but the mention of, she. Threadfin was certain he knew the dead woman. She knew him. Threadfin, yes, the name did trigger something in his mind. ‘Todder,’ he mumbled, and then asked, ‘What is this?’

‘The between-worlds, or leastways, it’s what I calls it. Be careful, Threads. Tis treacherous. There is few rules in this place, if you can calls it a place. I doesn’t know much more.’

‘I know you, don’t I?’ 

‘Course you does, stupid.’

Standing, to search the barren earth, he scratched at his scalp. He had the feeling of something burrowing into it. An idea maybe or lost memories. Something tickled his thoughts that this was a constant problem. He couldn’t understand why.

He looked up at the circling crows, and then walked towards the monoliths.

When next he glanced up, the crows had disappeared. In their place, circled dark shapes with long horned tails.
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A Nauseating Revelation

REACHING THE RUINED metropolis, Threadfin noticed the change. His surroundings became a monotone of grey, no colour. He recognised the Watcher, half concealed within ruins. Claws raked the hair of a woman’s corpse, as it looked into sightless eyes.

It looked up from the cadaver, and Threadfin saw recognition in its eyes. Perhaps it had sat there all this time, playing with the corpse, or maybe time meant nothing and Threadfin had been gone for only seconds or minutes. Tezcat had said few rules bound this place. It all seemed as it had the first time, but he wished he knew one of the rules. He remembered who he was, at least. Aiyana had sent him what help she could. His friend’s voice from that corpse haunted him, but it was good to speak with her again. Almost like old times.

The creature’s talons stroked the frozen cheeks of the woman. It appeared to enjoy the company of the dead. Somehow, Threadfin knew it felt the silent echoes of torment, which had been their lives. It fed on those echoes as though tangible things. He remembered thinking these things before, and now he did wonder if he had left at all. It felt as though this was the same moment, the same space in time.

What was different was the sky. It shimmered and rippled as though water not air, if there was any air at all. It seemed to be a thinning of reality or unreality, whichever applied. Perhaps neither did, and what would one call that? His head swam with such thoughts, but not for long as he discerned the image within the opaque curtain. 

The view proved unpleasant. As Threadfin looked up, he found himself looking down, from above and behind the Nephilim prince, Gog. The Blue Palace lay ahead and all resistance was crumbling. The giants and their wargs ran amok as the last of the cohorts fell back. The ordinary citizens had gathered before the palace walls, but there was no protection. Liviana did not intend to save lives. It was over. Within minutes, Gog would reach the palace and kill everyone. There was no place for Aiyana to flee to.

He pulled his gaze from the sky. The Watcher was part shadow and part substance, with huge transparent wings of purple hue, and a sinuous scaled body of similar colouration. A face filled with teeth and horns stared at him with human eyes. No, not human. They held intelligence and a knowing beyond human. With a sickening dread, he realised what this creature was. 

A dread rose within him. It was a manifestation of his power. Perhaps it was instinct, a gut reaction, but he knew. Within this place, this emptiness between realities, this was what his magic looked like.

A coiling tail with horns slithered behind the beast. Most of its body appeared as shredded smoke. About them, a new metropolis took form as though created by a wild imagination. The Watcher liked cities.

Threadfin headed towards a set of tall buildings lining a dock. He wanted to get away from it. Huge ships with vast, wispy sails fought thunderous waves. The sky grew boisterous, as shadows darted between the ruins. Some were shredded mist where others had sinuous bodies with long horned tails. The Watcher’s gaze followed him. A howling wind arose in the distance, but no, that wasn’t the wind. 

‘Threads,’ called his friend’s voice, fainter than before. ‘You needs take control o’ it. Don’t just ignores it, you idiot.’

Control it, he thought with a laugh. Easy for her say, but has she seen what it looks like? He knew she was right. Tezcat was always right. It was a thing of women, he supposed, dead or undead. He turned about to go back and face the Watcher, and felt unreality shift.
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THREADFIN SHUDDERED awake. His foot struck a small table. It looked like a room he should know. At least he was wearing clothes. They were tattered rags with bloodstains. He thought he hadn’t worn anything before, but that couldn’t be right. He didn’t know the rules of this place, few as they were. Someone had told him that. He didn’t remember who. Absently, he picked at a maggot worming into his chest. I’ve really let myself go lately. Damn natron is useless.

Billowing curtains covered a narrow window. A gap allowed smoky light through, and screams. The cries were distant, as though from another world.

He got to his feet and staggered towards a door, groping sticky walls. His head hurt. Stepping out into a corridor, he looked along its length. There were no lamps or torches but his gaze pierced the gloom. 

An old man sat on the floor. He held his knees hunched to a thin chest, gripping a clear cracked bottle in one hand. A rat sniffed his wrinkled toes before scampering. He was naked, but what appeared to be faint scales with a purple hue covered his hide. 

‘Morning,’ spat the old man, ‘or evening if you prefer it.’ He cackled as though at a hidden joke. His left eye was missing. The cavity was as a dark cave set within a cracked mountain wall. The remaining one was milky white, sightless. 

Fear gripped Threadfin and he tried to shut the door. The old man leapt with abnormal speed, and jammed a scabby foot in the gap. Horns emerged from his forehead and face.

Threadfin managed to force the door shut and then backed away, terrified. He saw no way to lock it.

‘Let me in. Oblivion is my home, not yours. You’re trespassing. Let me in. I don’t wish to get angry. Don’t make me angry. You wouldn’t like that.’

Threadfin backed towards the bed, the blankets in a disorganized array. He needed a moment to think. The words of the old man, who he knew was really the Watcher, replayed in his mind. He was in Oblivion. What was that? Where was it? An emptiness between worlds came the answer in his mind. Someone had told him that.

It took him a moment to notice the girl standing in the corner. His gaze swung to the door and back to the girl. How had she gotten in? Her face remained in gloom, but he felt her staring. ‘Um, I don’t think you’re supposed to be here. Are you lost?’

‘You is losing yourself, Threads,’ said the girl, and then he recognised her, again. 

‘Cat,’ was all he could manage with a choke. It was odd seeing her, as she used to look, as though nothing had changed. 

‘You needs to grab hold o’ your power now, or it’ll destroy you. Listen, Threads, time’s runnin’ out.’

‘All very well for you,’ he snapped. ‘It’s me that’s got to do this. It’s a lot harder than you realise.’

‘Then, mud for brains, try harder.’
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WHEN HE AWOKE, THREADFIN leapt to his feet. He didn’t recall going to sleep. Tezcat was gone. It had been good seeing her, lost soul or no. He sat on the edge of the bed, nerves in tatters. The Watcher, now in the form of a rabid old man, was his magic. Either he learned to control it or it would destroy him. Great, just Grim-damned bloody brilliant.

Why didn’t the Watcher follow him inside this room? The door remained unlocked. He got up and walked to it, laying a skeletal hand on the wooden knob. ‘This is a bad idea,’ he muttered. He opened the door. ‘Wouldn’t be my first one, though, now would it.’

The corridor was gone. The old man stood midway down a long tunnel that stretched from the door into emptiness. He had half wished the Watcher wouldn’t be there. ‘You and I got business to discuss, it seems,’ he said, feeling like a fool when the old man laughed. ‘You are real, aren’t you?’ 

‘There are no dreams here, only souls falling through the cracks. Your face looks like you’ve seen the dead,’ and the old man laughed again, while walking towards him. His voice crackled like scrunched gravel. The horns began to re-emerge as the face turned bestial. ‘I’ve seen the dead walk; curious and humorous. Delightful. The dead cannot harm you though. They are useless. There are other types of dead, however.’ 

Behind the old man, a thick tail began to form as though from a black mist, even as the words turned to meaningless growls. The man’s jaws extended, fangs growing fast, as his face stretched and reformed.

Threadfin gave it no more thought. He knew what he had to do and couldn’t waste another second. He ran out of the door, leaping at the creature with a cry ... and missed. 

The bottle the old man had held, smashed against the brick wall of an alley, the tunnel gone. The fragments faded into wisps. Threadfin hit the wall with a crack of bone. He picked himself up, ready to fight. 

Something with a vast wingspan swept across his path, a sinuous tail in its wake. It swiped at him. He turned and chased after it. About him, the alleyway dissolved. He hunted, merciless in his need. It turned with a high-pitched screech and swept back towards him, jaws gaping wide. He leapt, arms flailing into nothingness. This time, he wouldn’t miss.

He grabbed hold of the creature’s leg. All he had to worry about now, was not bloody well letting go.
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THREADFIN DUCKED LOW branches as he exited the forest. Vines, clinging to the dead trees, grasped at his hair. The forest hindered his passage. The concept should’ve been laughable. Somehow, he’d changed, as had his perception. The dead trees were alive with many denizens hidden amongst the branches. They didn’t like him, their malice palpable.

His physical body deteriorated quickly. Scraps of rotten meat, which clung to his bones, fell away. He’d lost an eye, and was certain the other wouldn’t last. He was uncertain whether he was full dead, only that he was aware. All was grey. All was damp. All was cold. 

He clambered uphill, skeletal hands reaching for purchase. Several rocks gave way. He slid back, but always kept his eye fixed on the summit. Finding strength, he forced himself upwards.

From the summit he spotted two figures locked in combat on another hilltop. He began the treacherous descent into the valley between. 

He noticed others daring the descent too. Like him, they had decaying bodies, were tumbling, and falling, and not all were human. A few were overlarge like giants, though not all resembled Nephilim. Some were ethereal in form, and not a few had such strange shapes and skeletal design he knew they were not from his world. There were others he couldn’t see, but felt their presence on either side. They all followed him, and the fact didn’t surprise him.

After all, he had summoned them.

Reaching the narrow valley floor, he began to climb the second hill. Near the top, he felt the hollow thumps, which threatened to shatter his fragile bones. One creature flew upward, vast wings lashing the air with turbulent force. This one had a thick horned tail, a long-scaled body and a head filled with horns and teeth. It was the Watcher, his magic. Filled with determination, Threadfin glared at the creature. 

Five times, he’d attempted to force his will on the beast, to bridle his power, and five times it had fought back with a wildness both vicious and admirable. In the end, they’d reached a sort of truce. His flesh continued to slough away, as he fed the Watcher his soul, and the souls of those gathered around him. For that price, it now fought the angelic force controlling Gog of Magog, the force inhabiting Liviana Avitus. 

Presently, the four-winged harpy was on her knees. At times, her form shimmered and faded, as though it wasn’t completely there. Winged shadows encircled her, scratching and biting, and she screeched in frustration. 

In her grip was a long sword, double edged, which she now held with the point resting on the ground. Its surface shone, reflecting light that wasn’t there. The angelic spirit, named Andromeda, was perhaps ten feet in height and muscular, but there was a feminine hint to her features and body, though nothing of it resembled Liviana. There was no doubt in Threadfin’s mind this was Liviana’s angelic half. She had a foot in two realities. Scatter had gotten it wrong. To stop Gog and his horde, he needed to first defeat the harpy. In fact, they would have to defeat her in both realities at the same time. Brother and sister fought the same fight.

Then he spotted something else, a rotating ball of colour and light in her other hand, which vanished a moment later. The Shathra Stone. Whether it was the Stone or a reflection of it, he didn’t know, but he knew it was Andromeda who controlled it, not Gog. The Nephilim heir was nothing more than a vessel, a means to destroy the world.

The Watcher flew as though injured. Its wings were wide, their span greater than its opponent’s, but it couldn’t rise higher. The harpy was a formidable foe. The Watcher’s tail lashed at its opponent who had gripped a thick hind leg. It attempted to impale Andromeda with curved bones jutting from the tail’s tip. The harpy, weathered the attacks. Sword in hand, she also took flight to a great height, and pausing, she then plunged earthward into the Watcher. Both fell in a tumble of wings and talons. They drilled into the earth erupting a fountain of dirt and rock.

Another sound turned Threadfin’s wonder to fear. It was a howling he hoped was wind. Ignoring it with effort, he reached the lip of the crater. Taking a few steps more, he saw both creatures within, one atop the other. The Watcher was pierced through, the sword in its back. The harpy was still alive. She began to shove the Watcher off her.

Threadfin had failed. No, he was not a mage, but a fraud, a fool to think he could master such forces. He had no control of his power, and was therefore impotent. All he could do was watch.

Andromeda’s black eyes, threaded with blood, stared at him. The former angel knew him, what he was. Without thought, Threadfin leapt on to the scaly body of the Watcher, attempting to pin the harpy down. Others arrived to help, men, women, children, giants, and stranger forms, all lending their strength, feeding his power with theirs. He glanced to the left and right. Those faces haunted him, with looks of despair and pain, the lost and the damned.

The Stone reappeared in the harpy’s outstretched hand. It awoke with a swirling maelstrom of colour and impending doom. Andromeda sneered at his efforts. With such power in its grasp, nothing could stop her.

In that moment, a strange shadow swept past him. Thin and lithe, it seemed almost human to Threadfin’s eye. There was a sense of familiarity, as though he knew this intruder.

The howls were closer. The dead stared at one another, uncertain, terrified even as the viral mage devoured their souls. Andromeda screeched, and Threadfin saw why. The Shathra Stone was gone. He knew by the harpy’s desolate cry the shadow must have taken it. He silently thanked whoever it was. 

The harpy mauled the body of the Watcher in an unstoppable rage, and began heaving it aside. Threadfin and the other dead stumbled back. The sheer power of this angelic spirit was immense. She stood to her full height, four wings spreading. A memory struck him of statues in a forest, and he now knew who those statues represented.

Then he did the only sensible thing he could think of. 

He ran.

Not very mage-like, but practical given the circumstances. The howls sounded closer. He realised as he fled that he was going nowhere. He didn’t understand the rules of this place. He glanced back. Over the hills, bulky shapes bounded closer.  

The dead screamed as large four-legged creatures closed on them. These bore more of the Fallen Ones, all of them harpies. The mounts leapt forwards and ripped into the fugitives. The riders, some with a more masculine cast, spread their quad wings and did likewise, screeching with glee. Then he spotted what lay far beyond them, a forest of dark wings, forms blurry and nauseating to look at. 

The Darkness, but it was no longer nameless. The Watcher knew it, and therefore Threadfin did too. Tartaros was a vast and unbounded entity, both one and myriad. Populated by winged shraeds, its hunger was insatiable. Looking into that blackness, he saw true oblivion.

More of the long tails appeared in the sky, smaller than the Watcher had been, but powerful. He recognised them as viralic souls. A collective roar echoed across grey skies. The longtails folded up and plunged earthward, snatching the Fallen from their mounts, or from the air. Some of them dove upon the encroaching evil too, but these the shraeds devoured. Others landed and sliced through the oncoming horde of four legged terrors. harpies waded through bodies, hacking all in their path trying to get at the longtails.

Threadfin had halted in his escape to watch, astounded and frightened. He couldn’t run. There was nowhere to run to. If this was his end, well, fine, but why not make a fight of it. Not that he could do much.

Something hammered into him, and tossed him aside. A four-legged beast was on him, slavering jaws devouring the flesh that remained, crushing his withered bones. 

A longtail seized his tormentor in powerful jaws. It tossed the gorgon high, snapping its spine with a blow of its tail. Its wings fanned proudly before it looked upon Threadfin. It wasn’t just any longtail, but his own power, the Watcher ... if looking a little the worse for wear.

Then he heard his sister’s voice, as though she whispered in his ear. ‘It is now you must lose yourself.’ His grandfather’s too, ‘It is time, little Fin.’ Then, Tezcat’s voice rang in his head like a bell, ‘Hurry up you grolg-headed lummox, afore it’s too late.’

He had fought it each step of the way, but it wasn’t until that moment he understood. Since the day he had almost killed his sister in the pond, he had feared what he might do. He’d avoided his own reflection to the point where it had vanished. Like a heavy burden he’d carried all these years, he let go of his fear. He surrendered, opening his arms wide as he lay on the ground, and offered himself to his power. Teeth ravaged his body, but there was no pain. The Watcher tore what remained of Threadfin Todder asunder and devoured him. Arms and legs, bones with strips of rotten flesh, its teeth crunched them all to pieces. 

Threadfin was floating, a disembodied consciousness rising. He watched the scene unfold below and saw a dirt path, which led towards the shimmering image of a city. He sensed his sister in danger. 

Something brushed by him, slashing at his spirit. His power, the Watcher, also devoured his spirit. Then he was a part of the beast, seeing through its eyes, feeling its massive heart thumping, the blood coursing through veins. He wondered if this was just his mind’s interpretation. 

Flying high, he began to guide the souls of the dead towards the shining palace of blue, and his sister. Other longtails continued to rip the traitorous angels asunder. As the battle raged, Threadfin sought out his enemy. 

Below him, creatures bounded across the hills, which now bordered a vast ocean of heaving waves. For what seemed an age, he searched through the melee until at last he spotted her, battling five longtails. Spreading his wings, Threadfin hurtled towards the harpy, jaws opening wide. 

His target looked weakened, staggering with a fresh wound in her back between the wings. Andromeda had a moment to look surprised before teeth the size of swords cut her in two.
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Chapter 43
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For Justice

DESPITE THE SWORD skewering her, Aiyana forced herself upright, inching up and forwards. She’d done all she could for Threadfin. Mere seconds had passed in the Blue Palace since. Between worlds, there was no time, or whatever time existed, it flowed at a different pace. The soul splice lay between them on the blue slate floor. Her magic continued to attack the other woman, the sword enveloped along with Liviana’s entire right side, all but her head and neck. She wasn’t certain what effect it had on the harpy within, but Liviana wasn’t having a good time. Perhaps it was enough to hold her off, although what came next, she had no idea.

The palace shook as Liviana’s suffering increased. Cracks ruptured the walls and floor. The earth groaned. Her pain was translating into physical manifestations. Aiyana realised that killing Liviana might bring the building down on top of them. So be it, she thought. I will save my people, and this world, at any cost.

Skeletal hands grabbed at the edges of the abyss as the dead rose, their hope realised. Hulking creatures also bounded over the lip among them, skins rippling with muscle, eyes red. The gorgons began to savage the dead, crushing that hope. Liviana was using her link to the Stone to fight back despite the viralic power half enveloping her. The gold ring on Aiyana’s finger began to smoke, the silver winged inset darkening. Dark ephemeral vines fingered Liviana’s neck. She glared, furious and contemptuous at the stalemate Aiyana had forced on her.

One after another the gorgons came, bodies glistening in the half light. Threads of shadow clung to them like ragged coats, as they snapped at the withered reinforcements.
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CANAAN GLANCED AT THE Angelborn trapped inside the pillar. Once, he had been like her, full of righteous desire. He had believed it was his fate to serve justice. Such notions were foolishness. Still, he couldn’t help but admire the innocent bravery of this one. He mourned for himself, for a time when he hadn’t known better. It had been simpler then. Well, it would be again, one last time. 

In their tens, and then hundreds, the dead attacked Andromeda. With the leader of the harpies distracted, the angelic-wrought sword dissolved and the stone pillar released its prisoner. The Darken struggled to her feet, weakened but determined. Yes, he mourned and delighted in her persistence, her utter defiance in the face of defeat. He missed that.

‘I’m all yours, Drayl,’ she whispered, turning to face him. His true name sounded good even in a human tongue. However, he did not belong to it anymore. For too long he’d existed as human and at times had forgotten who he was. 

‘I offer you my existence, my soul,’ she added, staggering a little. ‘I am too weak to resist you. This body is dying. Take it, take it all, but leave the viral be. Let her do what she must.’

The offer stunned him. He’d heard of other Fallen devouring their former kin, absorbing their essence, becoming greater. He could not deny the temptation, but he had come here for something else. 

For justice.

The harpy screeched as the dead hauled her towards the edge, even as the gorgons ripped into their numbers. He didn’t think they would succeed. She was too strong, too vicious, too corrupted. Andromeda’s wings erupted in a gory spray of blood, dark crimson feathers with a hint of emerald. Stone fingers grappled with the corpses, trying to free her. 

The dead knew Andromeda commanded the gorgons, knew that destroying her was their salvation. How had they found her? How had they entered this world? The abyss was a warping of reality, but they should not have been able to cross. Someone had riled them into this frenzy. Someone was helping the dead.

Andromeda lashed out with slithers of fire and the razor edge of her wings. Most of the dead were emaciated things, but for a second time, Canaan recognised one among them. A leader, if not the instigator, the former imperator refused to admit his death. Markus Olen had always been stubborn. Still, the dead were losing this battle. The gorgons savaged them and Andromeda decimated their numbers. Soon, only a handful remained and they fled back into the abyss, several gorgons giving chase. The others prowled, eyeing the viral female as their next victim.

The Darken attempted to reach the viral but collapsed. Canaan ignored the confusion in Cathya Shivar’s face, as he stepped past her. He watched as the viral retrieved the soul splice. Strange, how events could turn out. He remembered losing the weapon, having given up, and yet here it was in the hands of his enemy. Perhaps fate was not such a foolish notion.

What an amusing thought.
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AIYANA WATCHED PEN Luthus approach behind Liviana, the hem of his red cloak caressing the flagstones. She felt too weak, and could not fight both. She spotted her Darken, bleeding out, collapsing. I can’t save you, and the pain felt worse than anything Liviana could inflict.

There was a deep hatred in Canaan’s face, but it wasn’t for Aiyana. Loyalty among the Fallen was fickle it seemed. She gripped the bone hilt of the dagger tight in her fist, but her body resisted all commands to strike. She delved within herself, seeking the strength. I will not let you die for nothing, Cath. That much I can give you. Goodbye, my love.

A bloodied Liviana beat her wings furiously as she turned her attention on Aiyana, perhaps sensing the threat. She didn’t see Pen Luthus approach from out of the gloom. The gorgons prowled behind her, all with eyes for the undead princess. 
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CANAAN RUSHED AT THE harpy, his own wings erupting in euphoric agony. He did not expect to survive, but neither would she. Her focus on the viral, she never heard him until the last second. She whirled about, just as he collided with her. The princess rose at the same instant, and drove the soul splice into Andromeda’s back, between the wings. Aiyana Todralan held on to the bone hilt, the wings buffeting her violently. 

Andromeda gasped. Canaan held her in place, preventing her escape. It was not over, yet. Her claws bit into his shoulders as her wings beat a hurricane, now battering him. She let out a shriek, the sound akin to a million women roasting alive. Her power slammed into him lifting him off the stone flags. He felt dozens of flaming spears pierce his body. Her raging counter had killed him, but it was too late for her too. He smiled, despite the blood welling in his mouth. He had to hang on, to see justice one last time.

The Plagueborn gripped the hilt with purpose and pulled, staggering backwards. As the soul splice emerged, it drew with it a filament of light, brighter than a sun. Andromeda’s soul fought back, the blade of the splice turning to rust. Though the splice was voracious, separating spirit from flesh, it had failed. Wounded, the harpy was still too strong. The flow of light ceased. The remaining gorgons growled, but made no move to attack. Canaan fell to the floor, and getting to his feet, attempted to back away, but his legs were weak and he stumbled.

Andromeda wore a deadly smile. She reached out to grab him, no doubt to rip him apart. Instead, she halted with arms outstretched. Her face transformed with shock. She was staring upwards at something they couldn’t see, something in another world. The harpy within screamed as brightness erupted within her core. The light exploded outward in a brilliant burst. Canaan shielded his eyes. The walls and ceiling cracked with the sound of thunder. He got to his knees, which was as far as he could manage.

The light dissipated. The corpse of the woman named Liviana collapsed to the floor. The splice was a rusted relic in the princess’s hand. Then she too, fell.

The ceiling trembled and daylight burst through ragged holes. The walls vibrated, as masonry toppled. A marble column fractured, followed by a second. The last of the gorgons tried to escape as the gorge closed. Those already at the lip fell in. Cracks in the floor erupted outward.

Justice. 

Canaan Pen Luthus, for the first time in his human life, smiled.

The Great Hall of the Blue Palace collapsed.
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A Horned Reflection

THREADFIN, HAVING RETURNED to the human world, withdrew into the gloom between two buildings. He wasn’t sure how he had gotten back, and didn’t care. His naked body shivered. He was in one piece again. At least, that was something. However, he felt different, and couldn’t decide if he should be worried.

Shouts arose from survivors, cries of disbelief and joy mixed with sorrow. Gog was retreating with his horde. Their heavy feet thumped past the alley in which Threadfin lay, hundreds of them. He didn’t need to kill their leader. Gog of Magog was no longer a threat, the power controlling him, severed. He was an ordinary giant once more, if perhaps a confused one.

Black spiralling mist shaped itself to his body. It enfolded him in a cloak of deep night as though his power sought to soothe him. It was instinctive. Must’ve been, since he couldn’t remember how he’d done it. It seemed, he no longer needed reflections to work every bit of magic, though he would still make use of them. There was much to learn now he had taken control.

With his pathetic flesh groaning and shivering, smoke-like whorls leaked from his fingers. There was no time to rest, to regain strength. Liviana was dead, Andromeda vanquished, but he had no idea if Aiyana was okay.

Focusing on the giants who thundered past, those whorls of power became complex weaves, which rose from his body. They sought out the puddles of water on the ground, the reflected worlds within. Threadfin was still learning the extent of his power, and its limits. 

The weaves ripped at the fabric of time and existence. A vortex formed within the largest pool of water. Nephilim closest to the alley stumbled and fell, as he drew on their gargantuan life forces. He could draw on dozens at a time, hundreds if he wished. Most would suffer horrible ailments for weeks to come, if not longer. Several dozen would die. Well, it served them right after the mess they’d made. He was tired of feeling guilty.

The black hole sucked him into the puddle, and out of all time, and reality.
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THREADFIN STEPPED THROUGH the shattered corridor, which was all that remained of the Blue Palace. He carried a limp form. Aiyana’s right arm was shredded, the trunk of her body torn with a large gaping hole, but she was conscious. A breather wouldn’t have survived. Being half dead did have advantages.

A dark wreath, woven with his magic, enfolded most of her. Her face was pale grey, dull patches of hair hanging from her patchy scalp. Her sunken eyes sought his. ‘Fin.’

He smiled at her. ‘It’s okay,’ he whispered. ‘I’m going to take care of you, like you once took care of me.’

She smiled. ‘My dearest little brother,’ she whispered reaching to stroke his face with damaged fingers. ‘You are changed.’

‘And you are beautiful, as always. And you are also the imperatrix now.’ Getting a vote would take time, but none of that mattered. There was no one to stand against her. If there was, Threadfin would have a nice chat with them, perhaps over a cup of tea and a fig biscuit.

‘Imperatrix of a broken imperium, you mean,’ she whispered back.

‘No, my sister,’ he said with a smile, ‘of a viral imperium.’ And all those breathers are just going to have to learn to live with it, he thought, or they would have him to deal with.

As he descended the shattered steps, the remaining corridor imploded behind them. A wave of white dust engulfed them. Howls of wargs haunted the streets as they retreated with their masters. As the dust cleared on a light breeze, it began to snow. 

Laying her on the damp ground, he brushed back her greyed hair. Retracting some of his power, he unveiled more of her body. He leaned over to stare into her eyes. Both iris and pupil were missing in each. Soiling the whites was a swirling cloud, like ink stirred into water. Pulsing veins appeared along the length of her body. His attention was drawn to the ring on her left hand as she raised it to his face. Though the gold shone bright as ever, the once silver wings had blackened. He wasn’t the only one who had changed.
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AIYANA TOUCHED HER brother’s face. Their father had ruled in his way, but he hadn’t understood the ordinary person. Aiyana thought she did, as much as any noble could. Hah, noble, that was a joke, but she could try. No, she would succeed, and she would survive. She had to. The world wasn’t safe, not yet. The Fallen Ones were the beginning, a testing of their defences. Worse was to come, much worse. She would rule, and do all in her power to protect her people, but she wasn’t their saviour, she wasn’t the important one. At least, she no longer needed to hide what she was, although her distinct talent might still prove useful. 

Ghostly figures crowded the edge of her vision. She guessed they were faces of lives she’d recently stolen with her power, for there were exemplars among them. She was too tired, too broken to examine this strange phenomenon.

Cathya, I’m so sorry. She forced back the pain, saving it for later, when no one could see.

Her fingertips examined the horns protruding from Fin’s face and forehead. Short and sharp, they marked him, as did the new faint iridescent scales of his skin. A dark unnatural weave clothed him and provided him with a cloak. A glance belied its true appearance; its weave one moment hardened scales, then ethereal like black mist, and with another blink like feathered wings. There was something different about his manner, the tone of his voice. He was more forceful, assertive. No longer desiccated and fragile, Threadfin was something more than a viral, though what, she didn’t know. No matter what he said, however, he was still a Todralan, and all she had left.

She knew he didn’t trust those who breathed air, whose hearts pumped blood, but she could tell his feelings had changed. They were ignorant, weak, and vulnerable. They needed a guardian, someone to stand between them and oblivion.

They needed a viral mage.
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FROM OUT OF THE DEATH and dying, through falling snow, Scatter stumbled into view along with Podral Pole. The latter was holding the former whose face was a mask of blood. He scowled when he spotted Threadfin. Beneath the blood, the Aidari leader’s face bore a dark look, as though something enraged her. Not something he’d seen in her before.

‘You do know, Pods,’ said Threadfin with a cheeky grin, ‘that as my Darken, it’s me you’re supposed to be helping.’

‘Oh,’ grunted the other man, ‘so you heard about that.’

‘Did you have a nice time then, while I was saving the world? You know, you look great, no, really.’

They both halted, Podral with a surprised look, though whether for Threadfin’s words or his appearance, he didn’t know.

‘Lorn is gone,’ said Scatter, standing straighter. Anger flashed in her eyes. ‘And, I do not mean dead.’

‘Are you listening, lad?’ asked Podral, before spitting to the side. ‘She’s not wandered off traipsing the countryside. She has vanished, from this world, and Scatter thinks she’s taken something with her.’ He gave his charge a meaningful look.

Threadfin turned back to look at his sister. ‘The Shathra Stone, yes, I know.’ He didn’t bother to look back at them, not caring if they were shocked. The world needed Aiyana more than it did him. It needed a ruler who had the strength and power to rule, but who cared for them too, who loved them. He didn’t think it was something he could do. ‘I guess that just means I’m going to have to hunt her down, but not today.’ 

He couldn’t explain it, but the fact it was Lorn who had betrayed them, betrayed him, well, it hurt. He forced those feelings aside, to examine later, just as he shoved back those apparitions of River, Wither and Raze, among others. No more guilt. No time for self-indulgence. Life was the price of his power, and he’d found himself willing to pay it.

Aiyana’s fingers probed his face, as though she’d never seen him before and she smiled. Then she closed her eyes, exhaustion overcoming her.

From a dark mist, a girl of seventeen or thereabouts appeared. She knelt beside his sister’s sleeping form. Behind her came Nipper, stomping through a slush-rimmed puddle with a bandaged head. He thought of Sprog, of his loyalty and bravery. Perhaps he’d misjudged the creatures. Nipper growled and spat at Threadfin, before trying to bite him. Perhaps it was how mongrels said hello, or maybe they just didn’t like him. He didn’t care. He’d never been as glad to see one. 

‘We used do stuff together, ’member?’ whispered Tezcat with a mischievous grin. ‘You ’member, Fin, don’t you?’

He stared into the water, rippling in the mongrel’s wake. All was the way it should be, and whatever was to come, well, he’d worry about it later. For now, he was content. ‘I remember, and we will again, Cat, I promise.’

The viral mage smiled, and the horned reflection, smiled back.
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Imperial Family

Markus Olen Todralan, imperator of the Icarthian Imperium

Aiyana Mayala Todralan, daughter of Markus Olen and heir to the throne

Sarscha Todralan, eldest daughter of Markus Olen, and imperial marshal

Olen Quintus Todralan, former imperator (deceased), and Markus Olen’s father

Mayala Lyn Todralan, Markus Olen’s wife, died giving birth

Seats in Conclave

Todralan, the throne, which equals ten seats

Avitus, ten seats

Aidarius, six seats

Augustus, seven seats

Cipius, four seats

Tystrus, eight seats

Brutus, three seats

Shivar, one seat

Saelos, one seat

(Fifty seats make up the patriarchal class, one hundred and fifty the minorum class)

Virals

Threadfin Todder, an exile and thief in the borderland city of Lame

Tezcat Licolo, a viral teenager and companion of Threadfin 

Exemplars

Canaan Pen Luthus, high exemplar and imperial bodyguard

Niyala, second in command to Pen Luthus

Altus, formerly a captain in the Actaeon Guard

Berg, formerly a captain in the Actaeon Guard

Imperial Legions - Actaeon Guard

Begnar, a legion marshal

Pontus, a legion marshal

Acart, a paladin of the Church

Julius, a paladin of the Church

Ralan, a paladin of the Church

Wyn Rollic, a captain serving under Sarscha Todralan

Turol, a captain of the Actaeon Guard

Imperial Conclave

Liviana Avitus, Markus Olen’s mistress, a conclavist and a paladin of the Church

Davard Tystrus, a very large and sweaty man

Rylana Cipius, a childhood friend of Aiyana Todralan

Markus Cipius, Rylana’s brother and a paladin of the Church

Polius Augustus, a sometimes vocal critic of Liviana Avitus

Lucius Aidarius, a friend and confidant of Polius

Cicero Augustus, Polius Augustus’ father

Eadricus Brutus, a paladin of the Church

Eadan & Markus Brutus, Eadricus’ brothers

Ornias Saelos, opponent of Liviana Avitus

Aidari

Scatter, leader of a group of Aidari

Zane, a rival leader

Wither, a scout, who often appears to vanish, nicknamed the Wraith by Threadfin Todder

River, a young woman

Lorn, a confrontational and smart-mouthed young woman

Raze, a young man

Slither, a young man

Tinder, a young man

Nephilim clans

Rephaim, nicknamed the Dead Ones these are the biggest and have flightless wings

Anakim, second largest clan after the Rephaim they are said to have long necks.

Avim, most unusual of the Nephilim with long double-jointed limbs and pale skin

Emim, primarily warg-handlers they also function as sappers

Zuzim, imperial records have no information on this clan at this time

Horites, most peaceful and reclusive of the clans, they are guardians of the fabled Shathra Stone

Horim, believed to be the smallest of the Nephilim reaching only seven feet in height

Others

Rasnal Nalrost, a High Mage long since dead (non-viral)

Cathya Shivar, Darken to Aiyana Todralan 

Crawl, a prime in the city of Lame

Podral Pole, a thief, and a guardian to Threadfin Todder

Ludwole Felps, an ex-legionary and a guardian to Threadfin Todder

Gog of Magog, a Nephilim prince and leader of the invasion of Adalalcas

Desool, a Nephilim Imp, possibly Rephaim, in the city of Byrsa

Gurg, a Raddhonar and a strong-arm serving the exemplars

Nipper, a mongrel scribe serving Aiyana Todralan

Shakti, a healer and witch, possibly associated with the Aidari

Sprog, a mongrel and companion of Tezcat Licolo

Cyllo, a warghound

Nape, a warghound
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Acolyte, one who studies to become a paytor of the Church

Actaeon Guard, name of the Legionary Guard. From a standard-bearer named Actaeon who centuries earlier died protecting the body of his imperator (see also, Green/Blue Cloak)

Adalalcas, the northern continent (see also, Imperium)

Adalcis, ocean to the east

Aidari, regarded as fanatics this group have committed acts of terrorism against the imperium

Angels, considered divine by humans, they are spirit guardians of the Spectrum. Legend and the White Daemoni suggest they once took fleshly bodies and walked among humans, and were known as Angelborn

Angelborn, angelic spirit reborn as a flesh and blood human, retaining angelic powers

Atlantis, a vanished island to the east, it was the centre of great wonders and technologies

Batav, a broad river boat for carrying goods

Bent, refers to magical ability (see also, Talent)

Black Birth, name given by breathers to the birth of a viral

Black Palace, palace in the capital, Icarthya, and home to the Imperial Family

Blue Cloaks, refers to the legionaries of Byrsa. These are the only Actaeon Guard soldiers to wear a different colour. A civil war erupted between Blue and Greencloaks centuries ago. Byrsa’s garrison is the only one to wear a different colour, and are proud of the fact, although in Icarthya, blue is the colour of a plebeian

Blue Palace, imperial seat in Byrsa, occupied by a Governor 

Borderlands, mountainous western region of the imperium. Suffers from constant rebellion and conflict (see also, Ewsannec Tribes)

Breathers, a name used by virals to refer to anyone living

Byrsa, second largest city in the imperium

Cerberus, fabled guardian of Hell’s Teeth (see also, Grim, Hell’s Teeth)

Chimera, a low rank of Fallen Ones, capable of shapeshifting (see also, Fallen Ones)

Clots, when attacked, virals formed groups called clots to defend themselves (see also, Purges)

Conclave, consisting of the nine original families, which ruled pre-imperium, the conclave is the political arena and a check on the imperator’s power

Conclavist, a member of the imperial Conclave

Conversion, a mysterious ritual that enslaves the mind, (see also, thraels)

Dalba, a full body cloak with a thick gauze face veil worn by the Imperial Family when beyond the palace. It once denoted divinity and sacredness. While this used to be imperial law, it is no longer enforced, and is considered customary. Used for ceremonial occasions mostly. It is a crime for anyone not of the Imperial Family to wear the dalba

Darken, an imperial bodyguard assigned to each member of the Imperial Family. The identity of a Darken is known only to the imperator and the one protected

Eladaldor, the southern continent (non-imperium)

Ewsannec Tribes, mountain tribes to the west of Adalalcas who are in constant rebellion. Region known as the Borderlands, though it is within imperial territory (see also, Borderlands)

Exemplar Guardians, the elite imperial bodyguard, considered separate from the legions. Known to harbour fanatical views (see also, Redcloaks)

Fallen Ones, corrupted, evil, angels. Although not mentioned in the White Daemoni, the Fallen Ones have taken more notice of humans since the discovery of the Shathra Stone (see also, Angels, Chimera, Titans, Harpies)

Glut, a name given by the poor, for the richest areas of an imperial city

Gog of Magog, eldest of five sons of the infamous Nephilim King, Og of Bashan, Gog is next in line to rule. Magog is the name of his kingdom (see also, Nephilim)

Gorgons, large and muscular, sabre-toothed creatures used by harpies as mounts. Origins unknown. Mentioned twice in the White Daemoni, and also in legend with reference to the Grim (see also, Harpies)

Governor, ruler of any imperial city save the capital where the imperator/imperatrix sits

Green Cloak, refers to regular legionaries of the Actaeon Guard

Grim, the, evil character in folklore, and the White Daemoni, who occupies Hell

Grimstyx, also known as Hell, it is the fabled world of the Grim mentioned several times in the White Daemoni

Grolg, a relative of the Skunk and the common cow, often used for hauling wagons and carts

Grond, a heavy spiked war hammer, wielded one handed by giants

Guck, a seaweed concoction eaten by virals (Name invented by Threadfin Todder)

Gulac, a military grouping of one hundred Nephilim warriors (see also, Nephilim)

Gulley, a fortified, narrow strip of land joining the northern and southern continents protected by double walls and forts

Gurd, a small hut made from dried mud, branches and twigs over a wooden frame

Hallow Quarter, (Byrsa City) churches and the Blue palace 

Harog, a spear-like weapon with dual ends, one a blunted or spiked weight, the other a blade

Harpies, a middle rank of winged Fallen Ones, considered vicious. According to the White Daemoni, they also ride the Gorgons (see also, Fallen Ones)

Hell’s Teeth, a fabled fortress of the underworld, guarded by Cerberus, where the Grim resides (see also, Grim, Cerberus)

High Exemplar, leader of the exemplar guardians and personal bodyguard to the imperator

Icarthian, both official nationality and language of the imperium

Icarthya, capital city of the imperium located on the north-eastern coast of Adalalcas

Imp, a misnomer referring to young Nephilim (an imperial historian is believed to have named them, alluding to a demonic creature in the White Daemoni, and not in reference to their size)

Imperator/imperatrix, ruler of the imperium

Imperial marshal, commander of all imperial legions, excepting the exemplar guard. Usually a member of the Imperial Family though exceptions exist historically

Imperial Quarter, (Icarthya City) churches, parks, libraries and the Black Palace

Imperium, an empire that encompasses the entire northern continent, so named as to set it apart from other empires on the southern continent

Kecci, a small dog-like animal, the result of mixing slinkt and dog. Its whine is not as dangerous as a slinkt’s (see also, Slinkt) 

Lame, imperial city on the edge of what is called the borderlands (see also, Borderlands)

Malk, river that flows through the city of Byrsa into the Adalcis Ocean

Mammon Quarter, (Byrsa City) wealthy merchants, churches and libraries

Marshal, commander of a single legion

Minorum, a class of politicians considered plebeian and given less authority in conclave

Mongrels, small and deformed but intelligent beings of mysterious origin often used as scribes

Muck Quarter, Muck, often said in a derogative manner, it refers to the poorest areas of a city. The poor, or Muckers, often bear the name with pride 

Nalrost, Rasnal, ancient human high mage, (non-viral)

Natron, a chemical salt found in the southern arid regions of the imperium

Nephilim, race of giants on the southern continent of Eladaldor (see also, Gog of Magog)

Noy, a broad river that flows northeast to southwest through the imperium

Oblivion Chains, rare angelic objects used to bind the soul (see also, Soul Shard)

Paladin, a legionary officer, financier and patriarch of the Church

Patriarchal, class of politicians made up of the nine ruling families (see also, Minorum)

Patricians, the elite, whether of the political class, the rich etc.

Paytor, educator and clergyman

Plagues, a series of devastating outbreaks, which spread throughout the known world. Believed to have begun two hundred years ago and ended only recently (see also, Virals)

Plebeians, (Plebs) anyone who isn’t of the elite class. Not always Muckers (see also, Patricians)

Pleth Quarter, (Icarthya City) wealthy merchants, libraries and part of the city port.

Prime, a crime boss who rules the underbelly of a city

Prole Quarter, (Byrsa & Icarthya) factories, stonemasons, artisans, and (Icarthya) port

Purges, an extermination of virals in history, lasting several years and spanning continents. Little is known of what happened, or why

Redcloak, refers to exemplars who wear red. Colour said to symbolise life, the blood of the living (see also, Exemplar Guardians)

Scarap, a broad blade with multiple curves and four sharp points, designed for hacking 

Scrips, a form of money introduced by Imperator, Olen Quintus, to improve the lives of the poor. Accepted only by the Church in exchange for food, clothing etc.

Shathra, a Nephilim graveyard of legend

Shathra Stone, a powerful stone sphere worshiped by the Nephilim. Believed a myth by many

Shraeds, winged entities of Tartaros

Skunk, a broad-backed muscular animal for carrying immense loads. Slow-moving, it emits a regular and foul smell. The spine of any legion supply line, but always kept to the rear

Slinkt, a sleek and vicious predator that occupies forests. It emits a high-pitched whine that knocks smaller animals dead. Can render a grown man unconscious

Soul Shard, an angelic weapon forged in the mortal realm. Imbued with a portion of an angel’s soul, which gives it great power, but weakens the giver. To give an entire soul to a shard is taboo (see also, Angels)

Soul Splice, a rare form of soul-shard, designed to fight Fallen Ones in their human form. Its sole purpose is to separate the soul from the flesh

Spectral, Spectralic, considered the opposite to viralic magic, and a power linked to the Spectrum, it is a form of power accessible to the living. However, for centuries there have been no known spectral mages

Spectrum of Existence, is everything in existence both seen and unseen, flesh spirit and all other forms of reality. Believed to contain hundreds of millions of other worlds

Sydarag, a lizard-like creature that runs on two legs with a long neck and snaking tail. Used by the imperial legions as mounts, because of their great endurance

Talent, a name used to refer to magic. It is Threadfin’s belief that only virals have talent, but legend suggests the living once did so too (see also, Bent, Viralic, Nalrost)

Tarl, a large forest that covers much of the northern half of the imperium

Tartaros, name given to the Darkness devouring the Spectrum of Existence. Possibly the White Daemoni’s version of Hell

Tharons, name given to ancient rulers (pre-imperium)

Thraels, humans enslaved by Fallen Ones (see also, Fallen Ones)

Titans, highest rank of Fallen Ones, these entities have little of their angelic selves remaining. Though not the first to have given themselves to evil, they are its most loyal

Tystria, third largest city of the imperium

Viralic, name given to magical power used by virals (see also Talent)

Virals, often called Plagueborn, deaders or undeaders, virals are born dead and always after a plague outbreak. Regarded as lower than animals, few remain since the purges. Some think them a myth. As they grow older, their bodies decompose faster. Legend suggests there were several types once

Warg, powerful wolf-like predator from the southern continent. Often found in company of Nephilim. Imperial historians have suggested they are a cross between black wolves (now extinct), and an unknown creature 

Warghound, unrelated to wargs, this large creature is in fact a distant relative of the sydarag, though it retains no lizard-like features. Loyal and fierce in defence of their masters

Watcher, a powerful entity Threadfin Todder encounters in a place between worlds

White Daemoni, ancient holy text of the Imperial Church and source of all holy doctrine. Said to have been written by an ancient angel who wore flesh. The name of that angel is a matter of contention, as the author is unknown (see also, Angels)

Yellow Bliss, a poison extracted by apothecaries from a plant called, Yellow Spot
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