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    Alfred woke in the dark with a great weight on his chest.  
 
    He didn't think he was breathing but he wasn't dead. He hung in the moment like a spider on a strand of silk, blowing in the night. He had no bearings. No sense of where he was or who he was.  He thought the underworld a very dull place indeed.  
 
    Consciousness poured in and Alfred had the overwhelming desire to breathe and live.  
 
    He sat up screaming. Rubble fell from him and dust poured from his face. He looked around. Alfred was sat amidst devastation on a pale morning somewhere in the wilderness. Mountains loomed in the distance. Collapsed masonry lay scattered all around, smoking and crisping.  
 
    Bodies too.  
 
    The corpses of mutated creatures wrapped around stones and dismembered. Their putrid flesh sizzled. Some of them once people but some dark sorcery had melded their bones.  
 
    A terrible battle had taken place here. A massacre.  
 
    Yet Alfred lived. He didn't remember fighting, and he recalled not being good at it.  
 
    Alfred looked down at his half submerged torso.  
 
    What am I wearing? 
 
    Alfred was an initiate of Angall, at the seminary school of Old Vassonia. The only thing permitted the dark robes of a holy man. Not this cumbersome suit of...armor.  Like an idiot, he tapped his metal fingers off the shining carapace on his other arm. 
 
    Why am I dressed as a knight? 
 
    It was no armour he recognized. Too big, too cumbersome to allow him to move. Alfred was not a strong person. Always the runt of the family. His mind agile and strong, but his body and willpower weak. He felt different now.  
 
    Alfred glanced over at the chunks of rock he had just prized from his body as he erupted from the rubble.  
 
    How in the name of the light did I move those stones? 
 
    Alfred reached out a tentative hand and laid it on top of the nearest rock. It was a hexagonal chip of granite once part of the ceiling high above. He did not know why, but he squeezed his hand tighter.  
 
    The granite pulverized into marbles and dust. 
 
    Alfred stood, more rocks falling from his legs. He looked down and as the dust settled saw he was clad from neck to toe in the strange metal. Light on his frame, and supple. More like it was part of his skin than something foreign. As if it responded to his movement and thoughts.  He could not remember where it had come from. He had no idea how to take it off.  He glanced around him at the aftermath of the otherworldly battle. The sky pale grey streaked with dirty clouds. Crows flitted above and a chill blew between the ruined buildings and rubble.  
 
    Alfred had a vague recollection that he had been indoors prior to losing consciousness. Deep underground. Looking up, this building was once a high domed chamber. A third of it remained, jutting out into space.  
 
    A crow landed on the outcrop and it was enough to prize some masonry free. The chunk of rock seemed to fall in slow motion but Alfred knew he would not dodge it in time. He turned his head, hunched up and closed his eyes, waiting for a quick death.  
 
    Something closed over his face.  In his shock Alfred stood straight just as the lump of rock bounced off his head with a toll like a church bell.  Alfred's hands came up to his face. He let out a squeal of panic.  His hands clanged off more metal and Alfred could feel a face-shape. Fast as it appeared, the helm split in half and folded itself back on his pauldrons.  
 
    Alfred stood there in shock. The armour had saved him. Like it knew he was in danger.  
 
    He saw something out the corner of his eye. A shaft of metal protruding from the rubble. He walked closer the metal began to glow with a soft golden light. He grabbed it and his hand felt in spasm as if lightning flowed through it. For all his new found strength, Alfred could not let go. In a fluid motion he pulled the thing from the rubble.  
 
    A warhammer as tall as himself. The hammerhead like a shard of rough cut diamond, shining with inner light.  
 
    Alfred Sorrowhammer.  
 
    The name came to him like in a clear silver note. It reverberated through his mind, recalibrating the shocked and confused matter into shape.  
 
    It all flooded back to him at once.  
 
    In the crystal hammerhead visions swirled. A group of young people fighting in a chamber beneath a ruined city. Unnatural creatures closing in all around them, slavering and howling in madness. The three figures clad in shining armour alive with sorcerous light. They fought with ferocity and skill no human could muster. But the mutated army was legion. For every wave they destroyed, more spilled in to pour down upon them. One figure took something from inside his armour.  
 
    A torn page of vellum covered in golden lettering.  
 
    He placed the page on the stone floor and laid his hand upon it. The Angallic script ignited and the golden light issued forth. It became so bright Alfred was forced to cover his eyes.  When it subsided he stood for a moment encased in his unnatural armour.  
 
    They had been fighting the Sorrow. Trying to reach the chamber where the Archangels slept. So they could commune. Merge with ascended souls to fight the war.  He had used one of the prayers from the Libram of Ashes in Ironghast. 
 
    A Prayer of Dusk and Fury.  
 
    Everything had gone bright then dark.  Alfred spun around, scanning the broken rubble. He searched for movement.  
 
    "Deena!" 
 
    Alfred scoured the wreckage for signs of armour. Any clue he was not the only survivor.  
 
    "Deena! Manzak!" 
 
    A hand thrust up from beneath the rocks. A shining gauntlet inlaid with swirling Angallic script, pale as moonlight. The hand flexed. Alfred ran across and was amazed at his dexterity in the armour. He ran faster than he ever did in robes. When he reached the hand he grasped it and pulled.  An armoured figure stood and the stones and dust fell away. Alfred saw the red hair first and fierce blue eyes. Those eyes darted for a moment as she tried to gage where she was. They fell upon Alfred and stared at him.  
 
    "Deena, it's ok. You're alive. We beat them. We beat the Sorrow. Do you know where you are?" 
 
    Deena scanned his face in wonder for a moment.  
 
    "Alfred?" 
 
    He smiled and noticed the change in her. 
 
    "Yes. Yes it's me." 
 
    Deena reached out and touched the side of his face with a cold gauntlet.  
 
    "What's happened to you? You look...different." 
 
    Alfred wiped the dust from her cheeks and he saw what she meant. She too had changed. It was Deena, the same girl he had entered the Torrent with, fought with and bickered with in Ironghast monastery. But everything about her was transformed in myriad tiny ways. Her hair had always been red. But now it was living flame, vivid and vibrant. A colour no human hair could grow. Her skin had always been pale, but now as smooth and hard as marble. Without blemish or line. There was a glow to it, like the moon reflecting off white lilies. He eyes always blue, but now aquamarine glass capturing light whenever they moved.  Deena stepped from the rubble pit and moved with a grace and strength at odds with her size. As if her armour weighed no more than silken robes.  Alfred was captivated the way a drunken man can get lost staring into a fire. Her every detail was a work of art.  He glanced around and realized he was seeing everything this way, unsure if it was just Deena's beauty or his new eyes.  
 
    Motes of red rock dust floated before him and Alfred was able to count every floating grain. The pattern swirled in the wind in ways he could stare at for hours. Deena's hand touched his arm. They looked at each other in disbelief. Deena shook her head and laughed in amazement.  
 
    "Can you feel it, Alfred? We did it, we communed with Angels. We are Angall's true soldiers now." 
 
    Alfred could feel it. There was a vitality flowing through him he had never experienced. He could feel a great work taking place inside. Transforming his inner architecture minute by minute. His eyesight sharper and seeing subtlety in every detail. The crows flying overhead shaped the language of portents. The smoke rising from smoldering rocks was a song. The beauty of it overwhelming.  
 
    Alfred remembered master Phillip of Tyne telling him Angall's Riddles were hidden in nature. We just had to look with better eyes. He turned to Deena.  
 
    "I can still feel it moving through my veins. Something asleep but dreaming." 
 
    Deena nodded just as a slab of rubble moved on the far side of the chamber. Alfred and Deena ran towards it just as Manzak stood, overturning the granite like it was paper.  
 
    Grinning at them. His brown eyes now deep warm amber. His black braids had faded to a smoky colour, like strands of hemp rope. He carried the same vitality about him as Alfred and Deena. His armour a deep copper shade inlaid with grey. In his hand a double headed axe. The shaft the same warm copper as Manzak's armour, but the two curving blades were a green so deep it appeared almost black. He still had many gold rings in his ears and nose, and swirling black tattoos on his cheek and brow.  
 
    Alfred and Deena helped him from the rubble. The three stood there with hands on each other's shoulders.  In his thick accent Manzak spoke. The little ruby in his front tooth gleamed.  
 
    "Alfred. You might have mentioned what the page was going to do. I was expecting a puff of smoke." 
 
    Alfred looked around at the devastation. The Sorrowbeasts and risen dead lay scattered all around. 
 
    "No one knew what the book could do. I'm the only one able to read it for centuries. If I knew what it did, I would have been too scared to use it." 
 
    Manzak gave his easy grin. The bleaching effect of the angelic spirit had given an interesting hue to his once olive skin, fading it to a pale grey. He clapped Alfred on the shoulder.  
 
    "Look at you, little bookworm. You look taller. Or am I standing in a hole?" 
 
    Alfred smiled. He did feel taller. Manzak clanged his metal fist off Alfred's breastplate. 
 
    "You suit being a paladin, bookworm. I'd never have thought you could pull off this look, but you do." 
 
    Alfred could not help but laugh. The relief of being alive mixed with new found power rushing through his veins was intoxicating. Every sight, sound and sensation so acute, so heightened and exquisite. He could see Deena and Manzak experiencing the same thing. And becoming more intense by the moment. Manzak frowned and gave Deena a cheeky stare.  
 
    "And you. If anything you look fiercer." 
 
    They leaned in to one another and fell silent as the wind blew around them.  
 
    The three of them stood there, their foreheads touching. Drinking in the realization they were alive and offering a quiet moment of reflection for those they had lost.  
 
    As they took in the moment, all three of them felt the Magus Heart inside them begin to glow warm. The small heart shaped organ below their ribs kindled and the magic flowed through them, easy and slow like honey. They looked up, their eyes taking on the same dawning glow. Stronger than it had in Ironghast when the aspirants had first met. It eased their fears and they drew strength from each other. It was communion.  
 
    They didn't know how long they stood there in the ruin of the Torrent. It could have been moments or years. But when they separated, it felt as if their cups had been filled to the brim with mead.  
 
    Alfred took in the devastation around them.  
 
    "I think we destroyed the Torrent. Do you think father Bluheart will punish us when we get back to Ironghast?" 
 
    Deena looked at the carnage.  
 
    "Whatever the sorcery was keeping at bay, it's gone now. We should find our way back." 
 
    Deena walked across to the rubble. She reached into the rocks and pulled forth a broadsword made of the same strange metal as her armour. Its blade as reflective as a mirror.  
 
    "There's a war waiting on us." 
 
    The three paladins turned to leave when they heard voices from a broken archway leading outside.  The three readied their weapons. They heard a familiar voice. 
 
    "Alfred! Anybody!" 
 
    A moment later the long pale face of Malcolm Bluheart appeared at the top of the archway. Several monks gathered at his as shoulders, peering down at the three armoured figures. Behind them, the shaggy figure of Cyrus Blackweather. Huddled between them, the decrepit old figure of brother Latherus. His mote of Angall’s Whisper hovering in the air. Father Bluheart stopped when he saw them. His arms fell to his sides and tears trickled down his cheeks. He laughed under his breath, pure joy.  
 
    He shook his head in disbelief.  
 
    "When the Torrent fell, most did not think anyone could still be alive inside. But I knew Angall had not blessed you for nothing." 
 
    He walked down amongst the rubble, staring at the three in amazement.  
 
    "The others?" 
 
    Alfred bowed his head.  
 
    "There is only us left, father." 
 
    Bluheart reached out and touched the eldritch armour Alfred wore.  
 
    "That is not of this world." 
 
    Bluheart looked up and saw Alfred's eyes.  
 
    "And neither, I think, are you anymore." 
 
    Deena stepped forward and Bluheart clasped a hand on her armoured shoulder. Deena's fierce eyes shone.  
 
    "I don't know quite what we are anymore, father Bluheart. But we can be useful in a fight." 
 
    Bluheart turned and walked back towards the slope leading to the outside world.  At the top of the slope, he turned and scowled down at Alfred. 
 
    "Alfred of Durn. It is not becoming of a paladin to engage in theft. You must be a paragon of certain virtues now. The order will not tolerate such behavior. I expect page returned to the sanctum." 
 
    Alfred found he was staring at his armoured feet. 
 
    "Yes father Bluheart. I am sorry." 
 
    When he looked Malcolm Bluheart stared down at him with a wry smile.  
 
    "To Ironghast then. If our horses are strong enough to carry your new weight. The death of so many of their kind will not go unnoticed. I fear the Sorrow has begun to make their move against mankind. We must pray you three are not too late to help turn the tide." 
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    Invar Ironbound's hand started to close like a flower robbed of sunlight.  
 
    Poison coarsed through his blood, blackening his veins. He massaged his twisted left hand, trying to relax the cramping tendons. The spiderweb of dark blood vessels rising under the skin.  
 
    He had been bitten in the fight against the warped rats. The first mutated soldiers of the Sorrow to attack the city. Invar did not remember feeling the creature's teeth sink into his arm. He had fought off so many. Hacked stinking chunks of filthy fur and been spattered with black blood. The horrible high pitched screams of the beasts as his sword opened them up.  
 
    Rats as big as hunting dogs falling down upon them. Writhing in a mass of tails and bulbous bodies.  
 
    It had been a desperate last stand until the rat catcher had appeared and led him through the tunnels to safety. Safety! Invar almost laughed. Now they were all trapped in the one place. Little food or water remained. Only a little wood for the fires. Their courage drained along with their strength. It was freezing in the catacombs beneath Crowburgh but his forehead stung with sweat. Pain shot through his old bones and his mind was infected with festering thoughts.  
 
    The old paladin had read of Mournefever but never seen anyone die of it. What he read was not pleasant.  
 
    He did not have time to die. Not yet. There was Angall's work to be finished. Just a few more hours of fight was all he needed to muster. No doubt if he ever made it back to Ironghast monastery, the monks would take delight in making a case study out of him. Keeping him alive as the disease progressed and mutated his body and brain. Until it possessed him and he was just a thrall of the Sorrow.  
 
    A pox on that, thought Invar.  
 
    He would go down swinging, protecting as many of these people as he could. He tried to stand but a sudden wash of weakness forced him to lean upon his sword. He took the flask from his travel-stained robes and glugged down a mouthful of plum brandy. His stomach rebelled, making him queasy and threatening to vomit, but Invar swallowed the bile. There were only a couple of salvaged braziers but they burned low. Terrified residents huddled around them, their eyes darting across the walls at every creak or bump. Waiting for something with dark wet fur to break through. The catacombs stank of sweat and piss, shot through with the stench of fear.  
 
    Crowburgh was only a week's ride from Monolith on the white cliffs. The centre of the spider's web the Sorrow was spreading from. A plague spreading across the land like the web of black veins on his skin. There were monsters in the walls. It would not be long now before giant rodent teeth gnawed through the oak doors. Jagged yellow incisors feasting their way into bellies. The rat catcher Middigan Smythe had rallied the survivors and led them to this stronghold of wine cellars and forgotten tombs. The city beneath the city, long built over and forgotten. 
 
    Invar felt the war raging in his flesh. Born with a blessing marked him out as a paladin, the Magus Heart glowed inside him. A golden second heart woven of sinew and tissue unlike any other in a living body. An organ nature designed for one purpose. To filter and process sorcerous energies lethal to common man.  
 
    The hidden mutation few possessed was as random in expression as a Livretti's dice. In humans there was no telling what blessing it would give. The power to heal or prophesize, to make fire or poison with a touch. To breathe beneath the waves or to speak the language of birds. It was something the King could not control. He feared it and the Sorrow feared it.  The night before, Invar blessed the water of a fountain in the town square, turning it into a font of holy light, burning the foul flesh of the monsters. It had taken his last reserves of energy. Now the few slivers of holy light left within him were fighting in the secret battlefield of his flesh. Sending their glowing cavalry against the bubbling venom taking him over.  
 
    Invar had fought so many secret battles over the years. Rescue missions to find those blessed few the Witchfinders had not captured or killed. Or on a quest to find some rare beast the forces of the Sorrow would see hunted to extinction. He had gathered so many lost souls into the sanctuary of Ironghast monastery. Invar took another sip of plum brandy and shivered. He sniffed up a gobbet of snot and spat it out into the cold mossy corner. When he heard his name, he slipped the hip flask away and covered his festering hand.  
 
    "Lord Invar. Would you like some broth? It's onion and leek. It's more water than solid, but I keep a pinch of salt with me in a tin, that'll liven it right up." 
 
    Invar looked at the rat catcher, Middigan. The man's hunched sinewy frame was huddled in a filthy robe. His gap tooth smile honest and warm. Invar waved his hand while his belly rumbled.  
 
    "Save it for those are weakest, Middigan. We all need to be able to walk out of here on our own feet, come the hour." 
 
    Middigan screwed up his ugly face. He assessed the huge paladin in front of him.  
 
    "Begging your pardon, Milord, but you look like you could do with a bit of sustenance yourself. You're the one needs to lead us out of here, and you can't do if I need to carry you. Truth be told I don't think I could bear your weight. You're like a bull on two legs." 
 
    Invar peered over Middigan's shoulder at the citizens of Crowburgh. Scared and drawn in the dim light. He glanced down at the ratcatcher. 
 
    "How is everyone holding up?" 
 
    Middigan lowered his voice.  
 
    "They're frightened milord. No one here seen any kind of sorcery in decades, if at all. Now in the space of a night, myths out of storybooks have jumped out the pages at us and are trying to eat us. It's a lot for people to take in." 
 
    Invar felt a wave of nausea, but steadied himself on his sword.  
 
    "Lived here all your days, Middigan?" 
 
    The ratcatcher nodded.  
 
    "Yes, these walls and streets are my home." 
 
    Invar's look was grave beneath bushy brows.  
 
    "You know the secret ways through the city? You can get me to the temple of Angall?" 
 
    The old ratcatcher looked puzzled. 
 
    "Yes milord. There are ways. But with respect, I do not think god will help us survive." 
 
    Invar rested a heavy gauntlet on the old man's narrow shoulders.  
 
    "No Middigan, but he left us the means to stand for ourselves." 
 
    Middigan glanced over his shoulder at the fearful citizenry of Crowburgh.  
 
    "I'll do my bit, sir. This is my home. It's stood a long time and I want it to stand another thousand years. " 
 
    Invar smiled at Middigan, despite his pain.  
 
    "Everyone knows you. Everyone greets you. But no one knows you are different?" 
 
    Middigan shrugged.  
 
    "They're decent enough folks in Crowburgh, milord. But I think my affliction would test the kindness of even these good folks. Learned to be subtle, and use my gifts to help keep the place vermin-free." 
 
    Invar leaned in close and nodded to the old man.  
 
    "You're not afflicted, Middigan. To have the Magus within you is a blessing. It's a gift." 
 
    The ratcatcher's eyes were sad.  
 
    "It made your life easier milord? To have the light within you?" 
 
    Invar thought about his long life. It had been one continuous battle against a force even the gods could not defeat.  
 
    "I wouldn't say easier." 
 
    Middigan slurped a spoonful of soup and shrugged.  
 
    "Doesn't sound like a gift to me." 
 
    Invar found himself laughing at Middigan's words. He had met few less educated men and few wiser. He leaned in close.  
 
    "These creatures. These servants of the Sorrow. They are not here for you or for the people of Crowburgh." 
 
    Middigan sat down and slurped his soup. He dunked a stale corner of bread into the broth and bit into it. Greasy liquid ran down his grey whiskers.  
 
    "What do they want?" 
 
    Middigan offered a morsel of the loaf to the old paladin. Invar stared at it took the bread and bit into it. His stomach wanted to reject the sustenance but he held it down.  
 
    "They want something is hidden here. In the temple of Angall on the hill. They can sense the light from it and it frightens them as much as it drives them insane with hunger." 
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    "It is prayer. A page from an old book of prayer Angall himself wrote. For reasons lost it was removed and lain dormant under the temple of Angall here in Crowburgh for centuries. It can be used to kill the Green King, the plaguelord of the Sorrow who wages war against us. It can halt this war before it ravages across the world." 
 
    The ratcatcher shook his head and swallowed the stale bread.  
 
    "I am no sage milord, and know little of magic. But I know such a spell would tear apart any who tried to use it. Magus Heart or not within them.” 
 
    Invar thought of Alfred. He had felt guilt leaving to lad to enter the Torrent with so little training and so little hope. But a sliver of hope was about all they had left. He wondered if the acolyte was still alive.  
 
    "There is one can use it. I don't know if he is still alive, or if I can get the page to him in time. But at my age, I have to take a few things on faith." 
 
    Middigan set his wooden bowl down on a barrel. He stood and brushed the crumbs from his dirty garb.  
 
    "I can help you. I know all the secret routes. But these people? They need our protection." 
 
    Invar shook his head.  
 
    "We cannot fight all these beasts. There are too many and I am weakened. But these creatures, like everything born of the Sorrow, are addicted to the taste of magic. It is madness to them. If I can find this lost page, I am certain they will follow it. They will not be able to resist. The people here are not what the Sorrow wants. If I get the page I believe I can draw them away from here. If I ride hard, I can make it to Ironghast and get the prayer to my Order. There we can make a stand. As one with the Magus, there is a place for you there too. With your own kind." 
 
    Middigan gulped and glanced at the wooden door to the cellar where they hid.  
 
    "I can help you. I can help lead them away from here. These beasts would come after me as they come for you?" 
 
    Invar nodded.  
 
    "They would. The magic in you, however small, is irresistible to them." 
 
    Middigan ran a hand across his grey stubble. He squared his narrow shoulders at the knight.  
 
    "Well, it's nice to feel wanted." 
 
    Invar smiled and struggled to his feet. He felt the poison coursing through his blood, draining his strength. He did not know how long he had left. Middigan held his elbow to steady him. He glanced over his shoulder to ensure the citizens could not see, and whispered to Invar.  
 
    "One more thing, milord." 
 
    Invar cracked his neck and took a deep breath.  
 
    "Yes Middigan." 
 
    "I think I may have an idea can get a few of these vermin off our back. We all have our talents. I am no paladin who can channel holy magic. I am however, somewhat of a specialist in killing rats."
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    Alfred was alone in his quarters in Ironghast, contemplating his strange becoming.  
 
    The fire burned low in the hearth. The monks left him a supper of black bread and strong cheese, but when he smelled it all appetite left him. Alfred was surprised there was no rumbling in his stomach, no weakness in his limbs. He could not remember the last time he had sat down to a proper meal. He should be ravenous. Yet he no longer needed it.  
 
    He lay down on the straw mattress when he arrived back in his room, but all he did was stare at the fire until it burned down to embers, his eyes as wide as saucers. He was not the least bit tired. So he got up and threw another log on the fire.  
 
    The eldritch armour stood alone in the corner. When he had entered his room and closed the door, it prized open like a clamshell, allowing him to walk free. He had turned back to it, expecting it to talk to him.  
 
    But it was just lifeless metal.  
 
    Alfred's father had long been a clockmaker in Durn. He grew up in a house full of springs and cogs, intricate machinery with moving parts. He was accustomed to complexity in a way most people in the realm were not.  
 
    Alfred had expected the armour to be some variation of this. A level of engineering only the gods could forge. He peered inside the open armour, looking for a contraption. There was nothing.  
 
    Inside it was just smooth polished metal. He stood before the open metal shell, pondering its nature. He ran a finger over the surface of the separated breastplate.  
 
    Not steel or iron, not silver or gold. It was light and strong. A chunk of rock the size of Alfred's head had bounced off the helmet and he felt nothing. Not even the vibrations through the metal. Memories returned after he awoke amongst the rubble. The battle beneath the ruined city. The horror of the Sorrow as it warped life itself to use as puppets. He thought of the celestial beings themselves, the objective of their long quest.  
 
    Alfred had not known what to expect. Angelic beings were unknowable. How could anyone imagine the nature of something created amongst the stars by the gods? Beings with a single uncluttered purpose. The entity he had communed with, he had absorbed inside his own body, was spiritual in nature. Holy light personified. Having no physical form, Alfred could not imagine any sword or arrow harming it.  
 
    So why the armor? 
 
    Alfred inspected the Angallic script was etched into every inch of the armour. Even for Alfred, perhaps the one person whose gift allowed him to read the language, it was a riddle. But the more parts he read the more made sense. He ran his finger up a line of deep glowing writing on the arm.  
 
    It's a blessing of binding.  
 
    He crouched down and examined swirling scripture on the left calf. The metal was worked to resemble an open scroll.  
 
    It's a blessing of constraint.  
 
    Alfred started to understand. The armour was not there to protect the angelic being. It was not simply a means to deflect sword and stone. Alfred stood and spoke aloud.  
 
    "This armour exists to contain the power of what is inside, not to protect it." 
 
    The next question was obvious. It sent a chill down Alfred's spine.  
 
    What is happening to me that requires this many blessings to contain it?  
 
    A polished copper mirror stood against one wall of Alfred's quarters. He left the armour and walked across to it. Staring back at him was something the same shape as the young priest who had left the seminary in Old Vassonia. He wore the same black robes, but now they were tattered, patched and faded ashen grey. Yet now Manzak's jest rang true.  
 
    I do look taller.  
 
    The mirror was not smooth and the low fire in the hearth played tricks on the polished surface. But Alfred could still see he was changing with each passing hour. He thought he looked like a specter of Ironghast. His face so pale and smooth it looked like a mummer's mask. He touched the skin and leaned in close. It did give off a pale glow. His eyes caught the light. There was a shine to them, orbs of polished glass.  
 
    Alfred had given in to many weaknesses in his young life. Lured to drinking, lust, gambling and feasting, but never vanity. He was decent looking young man, with lively blue eyes and unruly black hair, but he was no prince among men. Yet now he found the firelight playing off his marble skin the most fascinating thing in the world. It was not vanity. He found everything he looked at fascinating. Alfred stepped back and pulled his rough robes over his head, letting them fall to the floor. He stood there barefoot and bare-chested, with only woolen hosen covering his lower half. Hard labor was something Alfred had preferred to avoid most of his young life. While his brothers climbed trees or wrestled, Alfred had preferred to sit under a tree with a book.  
 
    Life at the seminary in Old Vassonia had been austere at times and the food plain, but it was not demanding. Besides, Alfred had spent most of his time either sneaking off to the library or smuggling in a bottle of wine and getting drunk as he read by candlelight. His physique reflected this lifestyle. So he did not recognize the half-naked young man looking back at him in the copper mirror.  
 
    If he thought his face looked like it belonged on a marble statue, his body now made a fine sculptor's muse. Every muscle defined in pure white. Shadows played on the lines of his torso and arms, deepening them. He looked like a statue celebrating a great battle. He traced his fingers across what had been a soft stomach. Now it rippled as hard as oak. The lines down his sides dipped beneath his hosen were like valleys. But the celestial spirit inside him was not finished rebuilding Alfred.  
 
    He could feel a churning in every fiber of his being. His internal workings moved as some metamorphosis repurposed old apparatus. Alfred was seized by a moment and he flexed his new limbs, opening and closing his hands to feel the power. He threw out a fist at the copper mirror.  
 
    He stood staring as the metal reverberated like a tolling bell.  
 
    The dent in the copper was three inches deep and distorted reflections around it. Alfred stared at his unblemished white fist. He felt no pain. He noticed a few motes of holy light drifting around his fist like tiny moons around a world. They flared brighter for a moment and faded to nothing.  
 
    Alfred Sorrowhammer.  
 
    Alfred spun around. He searched the shadows of the room for the voice but knew it came from within. The same voice from his strange dream of death in the Torrent. The bizarre crystalline structure spoke to him with a voice like glass. He turned back to the distorted mirror.  
 
    "What have you done to me? What is happening?" 
 
    I am improving you. To better serve the Light. I am dying so you may live to fight. 
 
    “Are you awake inside me?" 
 
    Only while I am building. Once I am done, I will sleep within you for a thousand years. I will flow dreaming through your blood like wine. 
 
    Alfred blinked his crystal eyes at the mirror. He could not imagine a thousand years. 
 
    "I find it hard to imagine surviving past tomorrow, spirit." 
 
    Your days will be long. Much work to do. 
 
    "I still...don't know what is expected of me.” 
 
    There was a moment's silence. The metallic voice boomed again inside his head.  
 
    I am repurposing you, Alfred Sorrowhammer. When I am done, your new purpose is to cleanse. 
 
    Alfred stared confused. It was a difficult thing to have a conversation with a mirror He wondered if the recent trauma had driven Deena and Manzak insane too.  
 
    "Cleanse what?" 
 
    Impurity. 
 
    Alfred could not help a short bitter laugh at the mirror.  
 
    "Have you seen the world, spirit? It's pretty impure." 
 
    You will be busy. 
 
    Alfred had a worrying thought. He glanced over his shoulder at the armour the celestial had fashioned for him.  
 
    "Am I a danger to the good people here? The monks and the other refugees? That armour is your old skin. It has many blessings of containment." 
 
    You are a danger. 
 
    "To what?" 
 
    To everything demonic or undead. To everything tainted with the Sorrow. To impurity. You will show it no compassion or mercy. 
 
    Alfred sensed this ancient spirit was both wise and simple. Angall had fashioned it for a single purpose. To rid the universe of the Sorrow. Cleansing was all it understood.  
 
    "I don't want to be a danger to people I care about here. I want to save people from the Sorrow. Not be an executioner." 
 
    You are the thing the Sorrow fears. Without compromise. Without mercy. Without rest. Without doubt. 
 
    Alfred remembered something Invar had told him, and Invar's master had told him in turn when he was a squire.  
 
    "Invar Ironbound told me once doubt is what makes us human. To question our actions and righteousness. It's what stops us becoming tyrants and crusaders." 
 
    I am made without doubt. I know what the Sorrow does. I have seen it turn worlds into rocks. Stopping it is my only purpose. 
 
    Alfred stood straight. He was feeling stronger and more filled with holy light by the moment. 
 
    "I want to stop it too."  
 
    They are coming. They are many. Be ready. 
 
    "You can't sleep either, Alfred?" 
 
    Alfred felt the girl's voice calling him as if from deep sleep. He blinked and turned to see Deena standing in the doorway.  
 
    She looked ethereal and terrifying. A moving statue. The jewels of her eyes shone and her hair was bright as fresh blood. Alfred felt the strange warmth kindle in his chest that grew whenever blessed were in proximity. He also felt an all too human twinge of lust and butterflies seeing Deena in her silk robe. The white garment clung to her athletic frame and shimmered in an unseen breeze.  
 
    "Deena. You look..." 
 
    She smiled at him as she looked him up and down.  
 
    "As strange as you do?" 
 
    Alfred felt self-conscious at his half nakedness. He picked up an overshirt and drew it over his head. It messed his black hair and he tried to smooth it down as Deena glided into the room. He cleared his throat and glanced at his reflection in the mirror. He walked to the window and gazed out into the moonlit Bleaks far below.  
 
    "I tried. To sleep, I mean. Out of habit, or comfort maybe. Just to lose myself in a dream for a while. Away from all this war and blood. But I don't need to sleep. Perhaps I never will again.” He shrugged. “I will get a lot more books read, I suppose." 
 
    Deena drew up beside him at the window and Alfred felt a twinge of excitement.  
 
    "I spent the last three hours looking at a spider weaving a web into corner of my window. The silk absorbed the moonlight in a thousand ways. The spider's little legs were so busy and industrious. Such a purposed little creature. I couldn't stop looking at it. Everything is so..." 
 
    Alfred watched a ragged cloud flit across the moon.  
 
    "Fascinating?" 
 
    "Infinitely." 
 
    Alfred held up his hand and flexed strong fingers.  
 
    "I think we are becoming purposed too, Deena." 
 
    Deena reached out to her side and brushed Alfred's fingers with her own.  
 
    "It is frightening, and beautiful." 
 
    Alfred felt the furnace inside him roar. Raw golden sorcery surged through his veins.  
 
    Like attracts like.  
 
    Deena drew her hand back, but he knew she had felt the excitement.  
 
    "We both had hard roads to get here, Alfred. We lost family and people who cared for us. Protected us because we were unable to protect ourselves. We were beaten, hunted. We were both small and weak on the outside no matter how strong we wanted to be on the inside. At the mercy of Witchfinders and armoured men. At the mercy of greed and violence. All I ever wanted to be was strong enough to fight back." 
 
    Alfred glanced sidelong at her. The holy power emanated from her like sunlight.  
 
    "Now you are." 
 
    Deena tightened her defiant little jaw. 
 
    “I will never be touched with impunity again. And I will not stand by and watch it done to others. I'll give the bullies something to be scared of instead." 
 
    Alfred calmed the surging magic inside him. He felt a boundless energy of body and mind. And clarity of purpose as simple as it was uncompromising. 
 
    "And Manzak? How does he fare?" 
 
    Deena grinned.  
 
    "He was worried in communing with an angel he would lose his love of wine." 
 
    Alfred raised a worried brow. It had been a while since he had opened a good bottle. He knew this new body did not need food, but he still craved the sour taste of a good red.  
 
    "And did he? I seem to need food about as much as I need sleep. Never thought to ask for wine." 
 
    Deena shrugged.  
 
    "He can't get drunk. He wanted to celebrate our victory in the Torrent. So he went down to the cellars and found a barrel of southern red. He's been knocking it back for two hours. Said it's giving him a nice fuzzy glow, but no more. Said it's nice to be able to keep enjoying the taste without falling over unconscious." 
 
    Alfred nodded, happy he had not been required to sacrifice every sensual pleasure the world had to offer. Deena cast an amused glance at Alfred.  
 
    "He doesn't need to piss either. I assume the angel inside is just absorbing all the wine." 
 
    "The best thing to come out of this yet. I can't say I'll care if I never have to eat or sleep again, but I would have been mighty upset if I could never open a bottle. I used to love wine, back in the seminary. I will conduct an experiment to see how much it takes to render an angel incapable of speech." 
 
    Deena turned and moved with unnatural grace across the room to stand on a fur rug at its centre. She wiggled her bare white toes in the pile.  
 
    "A paladin infused with an otherworldly spirit from the dawn of time we know almost nothing about, carousing about a monastery. I can't think what could go wrong." 
 
    Alfred turned from his fascination with the clouds moving across the moon and walked across to try this new sensation. The fur felt incredible between his toes.  
 
    "I will miss pissing though." 
 
    Deena rolled her eyes.  
 
    "Gained an angel, but lost none of your charm with girls." 
 
    Alfred stared down at his mobile toes and struggled to find words.  
 
    "Haven't you noticed, Deena, I say inane things when I'm nervous." 
 
    Deena stood tall before him, staring at the top of his head.  
 
    "And what are you nervous about, Alfred of Durn? Paladin." 
 
    The word excited and scared him. So much duty and responsibility came with it.  
 
    "The end of the world. Being plunged into a war I have no idea how to fight, against an enemy the gods could not truly defeat. I'll make mistakes, and my mistakes will be bigger because of all this power." 
 
    Deena reached out and clipped the top of his head with her stone-hard fingers.  
 
    "Power hasn't made you whine any less, has it? Anything else on your mind?" 
 
    Alfred looked up and rubbed his mess of black hair.  
 
    “My father always warned me about getting involved with red headed girls. Said they were nothing but trouble. Said I'd be wise to be nervous around them." 
 
    Deena took a step closer. Alfred felt the furnace burn brighter.  
 
    "I am nothing but trouble. Your father gave you good advice." 
 
    Alfred wanted to turn away, go and sit down, avoid the surge of emotion he felt. They had fought the Sorrow together beneath the earth, stood side by side just like his dreams.  
 
    "I prayed for you Deena. The night before we went into the Torrent. I asked Angall to keep you safe. You're the reason I went in there. Not the world, not to fight the Sorrow, not because of our damned blessing. But to live or die by your side." 
 
    Some ice wall cracked in Deena's eyes. Alfred saw the connection, the thrill of flattery and attraction. In a second it was gone, replaced by her fierce combative glare.  
 
    "You're not my type. You're annoying, you talk too much, and you're terrible in a fight." 
 
    Alfred met her gaze with his own bright eyes.  
 
    "You're prickly, narrow minded, self-righteous, and you're short." 
 
    Deena stepped forward again, her chin jutting. She looked up at him with a sneer.  
 
    "I don't like paladins." 
 
    Alfred jerked his head back in casual arrogance.  
 
    "Neither do I." 
 
    Deena grabbed his woolen shirt collar and pulled Alfred towards her. Their lips crushed together in clumsy passion. Their eyes flared up golden and every fiber of flesh was alive with magic. Hands ran through each other's hair, pulling and grasping with a force lethal to an ordinary person.  
 
    Alfred's shirt was torn from his torso, falling in rags around his waist. Deena's white fingers traced his abdomen and her kiss softened a moment. Her eyes half opened as she shrugged off her silken gown. Their skin pressed together, smooth and devoid of sweat.  
 
    Alfred felt lust awaken like a hibernating bear opening its eyes. He realized the entity inside was sharing the experience. Its dim consciousness reveled in the novelty of having skin, bone and blood and desire. They stood in the middle of the room, bare feet nuzzled the fur rug. The orange light of the fireplace reflecting off white skin. They were a marble sculpture with limbs entwined. An eternal ode to dangerous love.  
 
    Alfred felt something awaken inside that was more than lust. The furnace of holy power rushing through his Magus Heart had been fed the coal of desire and was now an inferno. Uncontrollable and damaging.  
 
    Something was wrong.  
 
    Alfred opened his eyes, their lips still joined. All around them a flickering white light, hot and pure. It licked around their sculpted limbs and danced through their hair. Whatever was inside them, even their tempered bodies could no longer contain it.  
 
    The fur rug beneath their feet caught fire. Black smoke rose from the old hide and the blaze spread to the wooden chair in the corner of the room.  
 
    Alfred and Deena stepped away from each other wide eyed. As soon as their kiss broke, the flickering corona of light around them diminished, but the rug was still aflame.  
 
    Alfred and Deena grasped the fur and beat it on the stone floor until the fire extinguished. He poured a jug of water over the chair and whipped his shirt across it until it too went out. They stood there surveying the damage, breathing hard. Alfred spoke.  
 
    "Did we do that?" 
 
    Deena nodded as she nibbled her lower lip. 
 
    "I think so. By the gods we could have burned Ironghast to the ground. Some saviors!" 
 
    Alfred felt the Magus Heart inside him cool and regulate. Whatever holy magic had spiked was recalibrating. But it was a close thing. Whatever they had ignited was not something either of them could control, and even their transforming bodies could not contain it. Alfred shifted on his feet. He felt an odd shame and could not look Deena in the eye.  
 
    "We…we have to be careful what we do, Deena. We know hardly anything about what's happened to us. The armor is designed to keep our power contained. It must have been given for a reason. Perhaps it's not safe for us to even touch." 
 
    Deena picked up her singed robe and drew it over her nakedness. For a moment she looked like an awkward teenage girl rather than a knight of god. 
 
    "Even before this, when all with this blessing were together, something...ignited. Some fire inside. Now it's all just magnified. I'm sorry I shouldn't have…We're soldiers in the same war, we fight well together, but we're servants to a higher power. We can't just give in to our feelings. People are expecting things of us." 
 
    Alfred had the same fear but felt a stab in his heart.  
 
    "We should speak father Bluheart. Or Latherus.  He knows a lot. About the myths and lore. Perhaps he can find a way to… make it safe." 
 
    Deena's white skin could not blush, but her expression said it all.  
 
    "Latherus told us clearly when we first met him. We need to protect each other, fight for each other. But we cannot be together in…that way." 
 
    She looked up and Alfred saw the sadness and conflict in her eyes. She looked young and small and beautiful. But he could not disagree with her. He met her gaze and gave a small nod. He gathered his old black robes and walked past her. 
 
    "Where are you going, Alfred?" 
 
    Alfred was not sure if his mind was still capable of being dulled, but he was damn well going to try. 
 
    "I'm going to find Manzak. See if I can help him finish the wine." 
 
    He walked out the door and let himself get lost in the maze of Ironghast.  
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    Mayor Michael Torse stood above the old paladin, wringing his hands.  
 
    "So you fight you way into the city, only to abandon us now, my lord paladin? Are you sure this endeavor was not too much for you, at your age?" 
 
    Invar was not about to let this bureaucrat see how ill he was feeling. The infection surged through his veins. His wounded arm throbbed. He looked up from his chair with a scowl.  
 
    "Why don't you sit on your arse, my lord mayor, before I put you on it?" 
 
    Invar refilled his wooden cup with the dark beer brewed in Crowburgh. He took a deep draft and belched.  
 
    "I did come to protect the city and all of you in it. By finding a way to stop the Sorrow for good.  I have the light of Angall working through me, but I'm still one man. I can't fight an army of these monsters by myself. And I don't see any of you picking up the arms have lain scattered about the floor since I got here." 
 
    The aide of Mayor Torse, Simon something-or-other, looked from his boss to Invar.  
 
    "We are not soldiers, sire. And the city watch was decimated during the attack. Most of them were eaten alive, or dragged down into the sewers by those...things." 
 
    Invar wiped froth from his beard. He wondered if he still had time to do what he needed to do. This last quest before death took him. He looked at the poor souls huddled in the cellars. Most of them old men and women, children, and shopkeepers. The braziers burned low and the refugees drew close to the embers, sharing morsels of blackened loaves. Their eyes darted around the walls. Waiting for the rats to burst through and devour them. Invar guessed not even the young men among them had seen a fight beyond throwing an irate customer out the bakery doors. He sighed and his big chest rose and fell.  
 
    "You did the right thing. You run and you hid. Fortifying yourselves up in here is what kept you alive. All thanks to your ratcatcher as I understand it. A man who saved my wrinkled old skin too." 
 
    Michael Torse cast a glance at the rat catcher Middigan Smythe. Invar noticed there was a hint of scorn as well as thanks in the expression. As if he didn't like someone he saw as his social inferior getting the credit for anything good happening. He turned back to Invar and ruffled his mayoral robes.  
 
    "So what did you come here for, Invar ironbound?" 
 
    Invar scratched his beard and looked up at the mayor.  
 
    "The attack on this city is only the start, of a much greater war. All have seen the scars on this world. The places so soaked with magic after a thousand years it would burn the skin off you. We survived that last war, and to win we had to use every bit of sorcery the gods brought with them. Those weapons and relics the gods used to defeat the Sorrow last time, they were too powerful or too obscure to be left lying around for every madman to find and use. We would have killed ourselves with them long before any outside force took us. So they hid them away. Or in some cases they were given to certain groups to keep secret and safe. Orders like the Knights of the Blaze." 
 
    The mayor looked behind him at the huddled citizens. He drew closer to Invar and lowered his voice.  
 
    "So what is it you think is hidden here in Crowburgh? Is it the reason the Sorrow attacked us here first?" 
 
    Invar nodded.  
 
    “After the last war, Angall's angels gave us a book of prayers written by god himself. A Libram of blessings and invocations, holy poison to the Sorrow. Some of the pages were missing for centuries. We believe one such page is buried beneath the altar in the temple of Angall, right here in Crowburgh." 
 
    "And you can use it? You can defeat these monstrous things with it and save us here?" 
 
    "No I cannot read Old Angallic script. Even if I could, the magic locked within the page would burn me to a cinder before the first word left my lips.”  
 
    Middigan Smythe seemed surprised by this.  
 
    "Even as a paladin?" 
 
    "Only those with a very rare blessing called Angall's Whisper can invoke the prayers in Libram. And only one of those can read Old Angallic script. It is him I must get the page back to. At Ironghast monastery." 
 
    Michael Torse chewed his pale bottom lip.  
 
    "It sounds like you are placing a great deal of faith in this one person." 
 
    Invar raised a brow and his lip curled.  
 
    "If it's certainty you're after, you’ve been born in the wrong world. What we have is the chance to go down fighting this filth with all we have. Or just wait in a cellar for the rats to come." 
 
    Mayor Torse wet his lips with a pink tongue. Invar could see he was more used to opening summer fetes and collecting taxes than standing up for his people. He could not blame him though. No one was equipped to stand against the Sorrow. The mayor gave a small bow and stepped back.  
 
    "On behalf of Crowburgh, I wish you luck, old man." 
 
    Invar raised his wooden cup.  
 
    "Get me another big mug of beer from barrel over there, and I'll make my own drunken luck." 
 
    Mayor Torse nodded to his assistant and the younger man collected Invar's cup to fill. When they had both left, the disheveled rat catcher stepped close to Invar. He had shown resourcefulness and courage, and Invar wondered is everyone in his life had always underestimated him. Middigan bit off a corner of black bread.  
 
    "Milord Invar?" 
 
    "Yes Middigan." 
 
    "I don't know my letters, I never learned much beyond the fireside tales of the Sorrow my grandpa used to speak. I worked in sewers and filthy tunnels all my life. Seen a lot of the things other folks try to hide or throw away. The horrible side of folk’s characters and the bad side of life." 
 
    The mayor's assistant arrived with Invar's beer. The paladin took and watched as the young man backed away with a curt bow. Invar took a sip and the alcohol purified the nausea in his stomach a little.  
 
    "Aye. I've seen it too." 
 
    The rat catcher hopped up on a crate next to Invar. He squatted there tearing crusts off the dark loaf with filthy fingernails.  
 
    "But I never saw anything like what's attacked this city. Apart from it being not like us, being demon stuff. I mean the savagery, the violence. These things tore men and women apart like it was the only thing in the world to do. Like it was joy to them." 
 
    Invar sipped his beer and leaned forward in his chair. The flickering light from the brazier danced orange on his old face.  
 
    "Want to know a secret, Middigan?" 
 
    "Always." 
 
    "Fought against it for most of my life, and I'm not sure the Sorrow is evil." 
 
    This gave the rat catcher pause.  
 
    "Even after all you've seen of it? After what it's done to us here. " 
 
    The low flame flickered in Invar's eyes. His torn arm burned with infection. He had the oddest sensation of a dark shadow creeping through his brain. Like squid ink filling the blood vessels.  
 
    "The Sorrow is a pitiful thing at heart. The power and age to match the gods, but cursed with an insatiable hunger. The Sorrow is addicted to magic. The taste, the smell, the feeling of it as it surges through flesh. The only rest it's ever had is when the gods beat it half to death and put it to sleep beneath the earth. It just drifts through the universe in desperation, craving and lusting after something it can never get enough of. It is forever in pain, forever starving to death but remaining eternal. We may hate them, but no one suffers more than the demons themselves." 
 
    Middigan popped the last morsel of bread in his mouth. There were black crumbs all down his beard and tunic.  
 
    "It sounds like you almost pity them?" 
 
    Invar nodded.  
 
    "I pity they can never live in the light. They can never experience the joy and the beauty of magic. Because they are compelled to consume and destroy it. Even if they win and destroy us all, what do they win? An empty husk, a dry dustbowl of a world drained of all deep magic, crumbling into the stars. They are an abhorrent species, and each one I send into the void is a mercy to them." 
 
    Middigan sat on the crate and chewed. He seemed fearless, despite their predicament. No amount of strangeness seemed to faze Middigan. Invar hoped he could get him to Ironghast.  
 
    "Where does it come from, the Sorrow?" 
 
    Invar shrugged.  
 
    "There are those who say the gods made it. Created new life in their forges improve it. Like alchemists they tampered with the base matter of existence and made mistakes. They tried to erase those mistakes but like all life, it was tenacious. Born of magic, sorcery was the only sustenance it could endure. Once made, the gods could not kill it. It escaped to roam between worlds. Drawn to all sources of magic the way we are to the smell of fresh bread. Who knows how many worlds it destroyed before this one? But one fine morning it found its way here. Drawn to the deep magic formed in our world of matter." 
 
    Middigan cocked his head and his shaggy hair fell about his shoulders. He leapt down from the crate and brushed crumbs off his clothes. He gestures across to a stained door in the alcove.  
 
    "Milord Invar, we should leave now. It will take time to get through the tunnels, and I would prefer it is not dark when we emerge into the city." 
 
    Invar stood with an effort. He tried his best to conceal the growing effects of the Mournefever in his blood. Drawing a deep breath he straightened and set his mind to the task. He took a soaked torch and set it alight in the brazier. In a few moments it was glowing and dripping in his hand.  
 
    "This will take us out on Dawning Hill? At the temple?" 
 
    Middigan loped across to the door and prized it open. Invar raised the torch and braced himself. He kept one hand on the hilt of his sword. Straining his eyes out down the tunnel ahead, he listened for the scuttling of clawed feet.  
 
    Middigan gave a few short sniffs and tasted the air blowing in.  
 
    "As close as damn it, yes. We'll have a few streets to walk through but they should be deserted. If we are quiet and fast, I think we can get in the temple undetected." 
 
    Invar nodded.  
 
    "Once I unearth the relic, the Sorrow will be able to sense it. They will be drawn to us. We won't have time to waste." 
 
    The two men walked into the tunnel and closed the door. They made their way by the orange glow of the torch. Distorted shadows played on the old brickwork and a foul odour hung in the stale air, but nothing attacked them as they progressed. When they came to an intersection, Invar held up his hand as he judged the shadows.  
 
    "Stay close Middigan. Even the magic in us might be enough to attract them. Like dripping blood into shark infested waters." 
 
    Middigan slipped past his shoulder and pointed down the left hand tunnel.  
 
    "Few know about these tunnels but me milord. Besides, I have a keen nose. I should be able to smell those things if they near. They do not smell like rats at all. They don't even smell like living things." 
 
    Invar watched the torch shadows dance upon the walls and followed the rat catcher down the tunnel.  
 
    "Are we close? How long do these tunnels go on for?" 
 
    Middigan sniffed left and right, his gnarled hands opening and closing reflexively.  
 
    "For miles, if truth be told." 
 
    Invar watched the hunched little man pad down the tunnel. The paladin would not rate him in a fight, but he was far more adept down here in the dark than Invar was.  
 
    "You're quite a find, Middigan. I don't know if anyone ever appreciated your gifts. Nose of yours might be ugly but it's better than a bloodhound's." 
 
    Middigan turned and gave Invar a curious look. The torchlight made him look like a disheveled madman.  
 
    "Milord, thing you did. The blessing of the fountain when you first fought the Sorrow in the square." 
 
    Invar grunted.  
 
    "Yes. We all have our talents. The Magus expresses itself in myriad ways. I have always had a talent for consecration. Of relics, of feasts, but most of all, Middigan, of water. I have kept the holy fonts at Ironghast sanctified and pure for many a year. And the hot springs of the infirmary, I have made the mineral essence there a salve against disease and infection. And once when I..." 
 
    Middigan raised a dirty hand and waved him quiet.  
 
    "Yes Milord, I see the talent. But my question is, when a paladin consecrates a source of water, how much water can you bless?" 
 
    Invar had never thought about it, because there had never been cause to bless anything more than a font or a bottle. All he did know for sure was his magic had all but depleted. What little there was left was trying to fight against the poison on his veins.  
 
    "Never tried anything past a bath sized rock pool...until the other night when I blessed the fountain in your square. Why do you ask?" 
 
    Middigan gave him a sly look.  
 
    "Is there a limit?" 
 
    Invar shrugged his big shoulders.  
 
    "I suppose not. Some paladins with my gift used to bless the sea when they launched a new ship from port. But I don't think the sea was blessed, more symbolic." 
 
    "If you can muster your light one more time, Milord, I think we can destroy most of these foul vermin and save the city." 
 
    Invar shook his head and the torch sputtered and spat.  
 
    "Blessing the fountain was the most impressive thing I have ever achieved with magic. I trust in Lord Angall and have faith in the light, but I'm more adept with steel than spells. It's my young apprentice Alfred you want if it's deeper magic you need." 
 
    Middigan gave him a look of such optimism it almost touched Invar's cold heart.  
 
    "I have faith in you, Milord. You turned up at our city in a time of need, and not a single other's come to help us. I can't help thinking maybe god sent you to save us." 
 
    Invar gritted his teeth and tried to swallow down the sickness in his belly. He leaned a gnarled hand against the brickwork and cleared his throat. His hand felt like it was seizing up again. A dying spider closing its limbs for the last time. He saw Middigan's concern but waved him away.  Middigan reached out and supported the big knight regardless. He gave Invar an intense stare.  
 
    "Rascal's gate." 
 
    Invar glared at him.  
 
    "Is supposed to mean something?" 
 
    Middigan gestured behind him down the tunnel with a flick of his head.  
 
    "It's a water gate leads from the river into the city itself, shut off by a small dam and a portcullis. It's been used by smugglers for centuries. Once we have this relic you need, it's our best way out of the city. There's a river hamlet and stables just outside where I know they keep fresh fast coursers. You say these beasts will follow us? Drawn to the magic of the relic?" 
 
    "I think we can use it to our advantage." 
 
    They negotiated the subterranean city for another fifteen minutes, following Middigan's keen nose. At the foot of some mossy steps he raised a hairy hand.  
 
    "We're almost there milord. It's just up these stairs and through door." 
 
    Invar drew his sword and the steel glimmered in the torchlight.  
 
    "Aye but what's through door, Middigan? We might need a bit of blade work, get behind me." 
 
    Middigan peered up the steps stepped back behind the paladin's armour.  
 
    "You don't need to ask me twice, sire." 
 
    They ascended the steps and Middigan turned the iron ring in the centre of the door. It echoed in the tunnel. The iron door slid out enough, and the two men stepped out into the temple. The sudden light dazzled them a little and it took a few moments for the men's eyes to adjust.  
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    Malkolm Bluheart stood from his desk as Alfred walked in. Alfred gave a respectful bow. He stood in the centre of the room, bathed in light from a stained glass window. Alfred wore a simple black robe, stark against alabaster skin. Bluheart bowed back and touched the phoenix pendant he wore.  
 
    "Alfred. It is still so strange to see you this way." 
 
    Alfred smiled and looked at his hands.  
 
    “Strange for me too, father Bluheart." 
 
    Bluheart could not conceal his wonder. He put the quill he was using back in the inkpot and wiped his fingers on his robe. He suddenly shook his head and laughed.  
 
    "I have studied the gods all my days. Worshipped the divine light. Prayed and meditated. But I have never felt so close to Angall as I do standing here with you now." 
 
    Alfred was getting used to people staring. He looked more statue than human now. He sighed and looked at the floor. 
 
    "I realized I did not thank you for coming to find me. When the Torrent collapsed. I thought we had died, despite our new strength. The whole roof came down. I think I may have misjudged the power of prayer." 
 
    Bluheart poured two cups of water and offered one.  
 
    "Do you...still need sustenance?" 
 
    Alfred shrugged. 
 
    "I don't know if I need it, but in lieu of good wine, I wouldn't say no to a cup of water." 
 
    Alfred cleared his throat. His crystal-bright eyes flicked to Bluheart. 
 
    "I also want to apologize for borrowing page from Angall's Libram. I know it was wrong. I just wanted to protect Deena, and myself, and Manzak, while we were in there." 
 
    Bluheart cast a knowing glance. 
 
    "I don't think you came up with it all by yourself, Alfred. A certain cantankerous old paladin may have pointed you in the right direction." 
 
    Alfred did not raise his eyes. 
 
    "Perhaps, father Bluheart." 
 
    Bluheart studied him, wrestling with a question of his own.  
 
    "Alfred, I have striven to get closer to the divine all my life. You now contain it within you. Can you describe it?" 
 
    Alfred tried to put it into words.  
 
    "It's still happening. The changes I mean. Whatever flesh my body was made of is being fortified by something else. Trying to forge me into something more suitable as a vessel. I can see the poetry of a candle, the song of stars wheeling above, and the architecture of a smile. I watched the motes of dust floating in a beam of light for two hours earlier. And it was no riddle to me anymore. The way I can read secret and lost languages in the old books of the library. I can decipher and read nature now in the same way. It's very hard to explain, father." 
 
    Bluheart took a sip of water with a smile.  
 
    "It sounds beautiful. And overwhelming perhaps?" 
 
    "It's both." 
 
    "And what kind of being is it you have communed with, Alfred?" 
 
    Alfred felt the dreaming archangel flowing within him. Sculpting and reforming as it went.  
 
    "It's not like us. Not like us at all. It is simple and pure in a way a man's mind could never be. It cannot be distracted or reasoned with, nor can it be dissuaded from its task. It is frightening in a way. Pure of purpose. Violent without remorse. It exists to cleanse the Sorrow. Part of my mind now thinks like it does." 
 
    Alfred saw concern in Bluheart's eyes.  
 
    "You fear you will not be able to control it?" 
 
    Alfred nodded. 
 
    "It seeks only to purify. It can sense the Sorrow, demons, undead. It is obsessed with purging them with holy light. Smiting every last one of them to a burnt shadow on the ground. The truth is it frightens me, father Bluheart. No compromise in it, only single purpose. It is a crusade. And in moments, I feel like its thoughts are my thoughts." 
 
    Bluheart refilled his cup.  
 
    "What else are you afraid of?" 
 
    Alfred walked to the window and let the green light bathe his white face. 
 
     "I'm afraid after a lifetime of doubt, fear and confusion, I might enjoy it." 
 
    Bluheart placed a hand on Alfred's oak-hard shoulder.  
 
    "Alfred, you have holy power raging inside you would burn through the flesh of most men in hours. Or it would possess them like puppets and reduce their mind to ashes. The only vessels in the world can withstand communing with angels are those with Angall's Whisper. Your body and mind were born to do this. You, Deena, Manzak. You three can control this power and make it serve you as you serve the lord. And I have faith no matter what ancient sorcery now surges through this blood, it is Alfred of Durn who will make the right choices." 
 
    Alfred smiled at the old abbot.  
 
    "Thank you, father. I will do my best not to disappoint your expectations." 
 
    Bluheart cleared his throat and drained his cup. He turned back to his desk, shuffling papers.  
 
    "I just hope now my choices have not doomed us all." 
 
    "Your choices father? What have you done?" 
 
    Bluheart swallowed and leaned heavy on his desk.  
 
    "Before you even ventured into the Torrent battling your way past the Sorrow to find us hope, I took a risk of my own. Sending messengers out to the great noble houses of Vassonia." 
 
    Alfred was taken aback.  
 
    "The Lords serve the King. They care only for their own riches and power. They don't care if the likes of us live or die. The warped like us are hateful to them." 
 
    Bluheart sighed.  
 
    "Well, we can ask them ourselves. Invited them here to Ironghast under banner of peace." 
 
    Alfred stood tall and shook his head.  
 
    "A great risk, father. Any one of them could betray us, or bring their household guard and bannermen with them to attack us." 
 
    "And we will need every man they have who is fit to bear arms, I think." 
 
    Alfred admired the faith of Bluheart. He knew alliance with Vassonian nobles was the only clever way to transition the kingdom into safer hands. Alfred had been so focused on defeating the Green King and deposing Oligan, the aftermath had not occurred to him.  
 
    "What is your plan?" 
 
    Bluheart showed Alfred a speech he had been writing.  
 
    "To explain to them their king is a thrall of the Sorrow. Is no longer in power and if they do not join us sooner or later their lands and lives will be forfeit." 
 
    Alfred had not met many nobles, but those he had all shared similar traits.  
 
    "You will have a hard task convincing those fat braggarts the truth of the Sorrow. Why would they believe us over the king? We are nothing but outlaws, freaks and aberrations to them." 
 
    Bluheart sat down in his chair and his shoulders slumped.  
 
    "I asked them to come but with a single squire. I hope to show them some of the wondrous creatures here at Ironghast. Let them see we are not the threat to the realm the king would have them believe." 
 
    Alfred saw sadness in Bluheart. A desperate desire to believe people were good. Even if his experience said different.  
 
    "I hope you are right, father. You have a good heart. But there's many a black heart out there in the realm. And the blackguard and Witchfinders are amongst them. They will not tolerate even the hint of an alliance or disloyalty from the nobles." 
 
    "The cursed spy Kobold somehow got a message out before Invar killed him. By some sorcery of his own no doubt. It's likely the king's forces know we are here, and will be coming to eradicate us. We are no longer the safe haven we once were. We need allies. And we need the world of ordinary men to know us and accept us. So once Oligan's tyranny is ended, we have a place in whatever world is built after it." 
 
    Alfred stood and walked to the door.  
 
    "You are right, of course. But let Deena, Manzak and me protect you and the monks when these nobles arrive. Until we assess their loyalty." 
 
    Bluheart nodded.  
 
    "Alfred there is something else." 
 
    Alfred could tell the abbot was struggling with his next words.  
 
    "Yes father Bluheart." 
 
    "Deena." 
 
    "What about her?" 
 
    Bluheart slapped the desk.  
 
    "I have lived in this monastery for a good part of my life amongst these pious monks, but I'm not blind. You love each other." 
 
    This caught Alfred off guard.  
 
    "I...Deena is a born soldier, father, she does not have time for such childish things. And I was a sworn priest of Angall, in training at least. My vows are of celibacy. At least they were. Before all this." 
 
    Bluheart’s long face conveyed great sympathy.  
 
    "Alfred. What brother Latherus told you in his cell. It is written again and again in many manuscripts and scrolls. A warning." 
 
    Alfred's jaw tightened. He was trying not to think of it.  
 
    "We cannot be together. I know, father." 
 
    "I know part of you is still human. But Angels cannot risk breeding. Their holy flames cannot be combined. The offspring will be too powerful and elemental for anyone to control. You and Deena, you cannot marry you cannot have children. Those children could destroy the world. And we cannot fight this war to save the world only to bring a new danger into it. I am sorry, Alfred. Even to touch each other's skin is akin to a storm." 
 
    Alfred felt a sting of shame.  
 
    "We kissed. When we came back from the Torrent. We were so glad to still be alive. To have survived what we were up against. And the changes happening within us, they were intoxicating. So without meaning to, we kissed." 
 
    Bluheart sat back with raised brows.  
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And we near set Ironghast ablaze." 
 
    Bluheart fixed Alfred's gaze.  
 
    "I know this is not an easy thing, Alfred. Any fool could see what you feel for each other, even before either of you knew it. You will stand together in battle, in temple, you will build the Order of Ashes together. Seek out new-born blessed with the Magus Heart. Keep them safe and raise them in the order, training them and showing them their worth. But you can never be together. Not in the old way." 
 
    Alfred felt a flash of anger but at the world not at Bluheart.  He respected the abbot a great deal. 
 
    "I understand, father." 
 
    “I understand too, what you are sacrificing for yourself so the rest of the realm may survive. Angall will see it. And perhaps in the afterlife you will be together." 
 
    Alfred spread his hands.  
 
    "I don't know if there is an afterlife for the likes of us father. We cannot burn, I don't even know if we can bleed. So it may be a while before I stand before the lord, father Bluheart. Though if life goes on long enough, I may yearn for it." 
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    Within the week, it was time to learn if Bluheart’s gamble had paid off.  
 
    He stood from the dais in the great hall and raised a cup of wine.  
 
    "Welcome, lords of Vassonia. It is a grand sign of good faith so many of you answered the call from Ironghast. I am father Malcolm Bluheart, abbot of the order here. It was I who sent you the message. You are most welcome here." 
 
    The gathered lords looked around as they entered. The monks sat along the benches gave pious bows. The more exotic denizens of Ironghast were not present. This was a delicate matter, to be taken in stages.  
 
    One of the nobles, a portly man in stained travel clothes, stepped forward.  
 
    "I'll be honest, priest, when I got your message I thought it was a joke. To lure me out into the Bleaks to die of thirst. I see I was wrong, but I hope you have beer, because dust does parch a throat." 
 
    Bluheart smiled and ushered in monks bearing pottage and jugs of malt beer.  
 
    "We have good beer and heavy dark bread. Lord Burrowmere, isn't it?" 
 
    The fat man nodded and took his place at a bench.  
 
    "I thought this place had been a ruin for decades. Only reason I knew the name was because it was known to be just next to the Torrent. And only a fool would travel near the Torrent. Unless he wants to get poisoned by untamed sorcery. None here have the Magus Heart within us, father. Are we all to die here as magic pollutes our blood? Is it your great plan?" 
 
    Bluheart gestured to the windows.  
 
    "No. And as you can see, the Torrent is no longer required to contain the damaging sorcery within. The power of the light purged it. As it can purge unclean things room every corner of the realm. With your support, of course. There are greater risks to this meeting than poisoning by magic." 
 
    A man with long blonde moustaches brushed down his dusty cloak and spoke.  
 
    "Don't we know it, father. Staying hidden and unknown to the world was your only hope of survival in this land. Yet you still reached out. Put your head on the block here, trusting us. You have faith none of the nobles here would betray your existence to the king? By the gods, I wouldn't trust half of these bastards here today." 
 
    Lord Burrowmere snorted in derision. 
 
    "Aye you're no paragon of virtue Highflour. Many folks have crossed you and ended up in a canal." 
 
    Bluheart raised hands in supplication.  
 
    "I'm afraid whether I can trust you or not is no longer the pressing issue. The king's spies have found us, and it is just a matter of time before he comes for us." 
 
    Highflour looked shocked.  
 
    "Are you mad, priest? You bring us here, show us as treasonous just by our presence, knowing the king's forces will be coming for you. You doom every one of us here." 
 
    Bluheart sat down and filled his cup. He scanned the hall.  
 
    "Your fates are sealed, Lord Highflour. You have bannermen and household guards loyal to your estates. The Sorrow will not tolerate fiefdoms in its new world. You are all a threat and soon they will burn you down." 
 
    A third man folded his arms and laughed. He had greasy black hair and red cheeks.  
 
    "The Sorrow? Have we journeyed across choking wasteland so you can regale us with faerie tales?  
 
    Bluheart shrugged.  
 
    "Welcome Lord Eelthorpe. Every last one of you, in your hearts, knows there is something wrong in this realm. You might not say it aloud, you might line your pockets with coin or drink yourself to a stupor. But you know King Oligan is no longer fit to rule. Nor does he rule. A Plaguelord of the Sorrow commands his every word, now. They have been biding their time for many years, and now they are ready to strike." 
 
    Lord Eelthorpe sat straight and put his hands on the table, addressing everyone.  
 
    "I came here because I heard what happened in Crowburgh. I have family there, a cousin. There is something wrong in the land. There has been for a long time. When I saw the seal you sent me with your message. I could not believe it at first.  
 
    The Knights of the Blaze kept watch over this realm for centuries. I was surprised at the glimmer of hope I felt to see the seal on a letter again." 
 
    Burrowmere sighed and nodded.  
 
    "As was I. I could be burned for saying this, but when I was a young man, all I wanted was to have the Magus Heart within me, so I could go off and join the order. But I was born as un-warped as could be. A good thing too, I suppose. Or instead of mines and vaults of coin to my name, I would have disappeared in the night. Snatched by the king's Witchfinders like so many others." 
 
    Lord Highflour downed his cup of beer in one. He smacked his lips and spoke.  
 
    "There are strange tales coming out of Monolith. Of things stalking the city streets at night. Preying on drunks and whores." 
 
    Burrowmere laughed. 
 
    "You are talking about yourself, Lord Eelthorpe?" 
 
    "No damn you, I'm talking about beasts. The kind not seen in the world for hundreds of years. The kind who drain life and magic from a man and leave him a husk!" 
 
    Eelthorpe murmured.  
 
    "Same in my lands. Strange creatures abroad. Peasants going missing. People won't go into the woods anymore. Or out after dark." 
 
    Burrowmere slapped the table, spilling his beer.  
 
    "There's dark sorcery permeating this whole Kingdom. Sorcery, priest! The very thing outlawed, the very thing you are hiding here. Could you and your band of misfits not be the cause of all this? Who knows what forbidden things are lurking within these walls." 
 
    Bluheart became very serious. He fixed Burrowmere's gaze.  
 
    "There are many. And every one of them been hunted by man all their lives. And hunted by the Sorrow, who would consume them like the gluttonous god it is. They are the most endangered and persecuted of all in this sorry tale. And they have not had good experiences with lords or the retainers of lords. Men with swords. So I pray you show kindness while you are here and look upon them with your best eyes." 
 
    Burrowmere had the good grace to look sheepish. He upended his cup and refilled it. Highflour broke the awkward silence.  
 
    "We answered your call because we all know there is something corrupt and evil in our lands. We don't need to be superstitious to see sorcery. None of us want to admit the Sorrow returned. And we don't want to admit it has our king under its power. But we've all known it for years." 
 
    Eelthorpe narrowed his eyes.  
 
    "You sent the crest of the paladin order in your message. But we all know the king killed them all forty years ago. Was just a lure to get us to come?" 
 
    Bluheart shook his head.  
 
    "It was not. The order is reformed. We are only a few, but others will be born whom we can train. We were formed to keep vigil against the return of the Sorrow. We can never afford to let our guard down again." 
 
    Alfred stepped into the hall and walked through the gathered lords and squires. Deena and Manzak followed him. All three wore their armour. Their light illuminated the darkest corners of the great hall.  
 
    Burrowmere spat his beer.  
 
    "By the gods what are you three?" 
 
    Bluheart stood again and gestured to Alfred. The three paladins sat at the high table beside him. Their jewel eyes staring out at the assembled.  
 
    "This is Lord Alfred Sorrowhammer, first paladin of the Order of Ashes. He fights with Angall's power within him." 
 
    Alfred nodded to the lords and he spoke.  
 
    "This is Lady Deena, and Lord Manzak. We are here to cleanse the lands of the disease polluting them. The things making you bolt your doors at night. " 
 
    Highflour sat back, blowing out air in amazement.  
 
    "I never thought in my lifetime I would ever see one paladin again, never mind three. And I can see the light works through you. But if all you say is true and the Sorrow returned, and claimed the king and all his forces. Is three paladins enough?" 
 
    Alfred shook his head.  
 
    "Not on our own. It is why you are all here. It will take every one of us to fight and sacrifice everything we have to defeat this evil we face. We all have our part." 
 
    Bluheart raised his glass again. The gathered lords and squires sat dumbfounded, adapting to a world where sorcery was not yet dead.  
 
    "You have all had a long journey. It's getting dark and the Bleaks take the strength from any man who travels through them. Let us get you some supper and a good bed for the night. Come morning we will make our plans." 
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    The Brotherhood of Vicissitude had flourished in secret for a thousand years.  
 
    When the Sorrow breached the world the first time, they were only a small cult on the fringes of society. Explorers in the extremes of worship who found scant information on dark gods. They sacrificed in ruins and wastelands. Gloomy cellars and slums where the homeless and vagabonds would not be missed.  When the Sorrow arrived, even they had not imagined what it really was. The brotherhood was in awe of power above all other things, and they wanted to share in it.  
 
    In the early days, some of them volunteered themselves to the apothecaries as vessels for the life form. They craved the warping mutations it would bring them. But almost none of them survived. Their bodies too frail and weak to sustain the raw sorcery saturating the Sorrow.  
 
    In those early years, by accident they discovered something. Some of those born with the Magus Heart could survive as vessels for their pestilent gods. The foul magic could course through them without tearing their bodies apart. They became the voice and hands of the Sorrow in the world. Infiltrating cities, spreading lies and deceit. The golden second heart within their bodies festered and decayed, becoming a green and pus filled thing. A rotten apple in their souls.  
 
    When the Sorrow was defeated, they were all but eradicated. Knights of the Blaze hunted down the last remaining chapterhouses where the brotherhood performed their violent rites.  
 
    A few fled into the wilderness taking secret knowledge with them. Convinced their gods would return one day to finish what they had started. They began to lay the barest of foundations. Hiding in the background, sowing malcontent and spreading rumors, until one of their number found himself ingratiated to the royal house of Vassonia. The once great house of Rathratta had become a diluted and petty bloodline, filled with vanity and self-regard.  
 
    It was no great feat for Merrick Clay to be where he needed to be at the right time. To poison the king's family with magic and arrive as their savior.  
 
    The discovery of the sleeping general of the Sorrow, deep beneath the earth, was their signal to reform. He was placed in the high temple at the peak of the King's Needle in the capital of Monolith.  
 
    They rebranded themselves as the royal family's spiritual advisors, burrowing deeper into court life. The brotherhood knew of the prophetic writings around Angall's Whisper, and they knew the part those with the Magus Heart  played during the first war.  
 
    So they planted the fear of magic in King Oligan’s heart.  
 
    The Brotherhood of Vicissitude, a cult had worshipping the Sorrow for a thousand years, reshaped itself into the king's royal Witchfinders. His loyal servants scoured the land eradicating the dangerous magic plaguing it. It was a masterful move.  
 
    One by one their hooded agents had flitted from town to town under the moonlight. Their keen senses and cankered magical blood made them the perfect agents of the Sorrow. They stole babes from mother's arms, fathers from their screaming families and wives on their wedding days. All of them never seen again. Their Magus was cut from their bodies with the razors every Witchfinder carried, and they were fed to the Sorrow general in the bubbling morass at the top of the Needle.  
 
    A few children in every hundred showing potential were kept. Young enough not to miss their parents after a while. They were tortured and abused, fed the essence of the Sorrow until they transformed. Beaten and entranced until they became the next generation of Witchfinders. From the first moment they were trained in every subtlety of assassination. Their own warped magic was focused only to administer pain and suffering.  
 
    Tonight would be a night long spoken about in their history. 
 
    It was the night they would kill the last stragglers with magic in their blood. The refuges who had managed to hide away from them for decades. The last thorns in the side of the Green King.  
 
    Lord Hadd had served the brotherhood for many lives of men. A small droplet of Sorrowful essence each month had stretched his cruel life out. He stood in the shadow of the black glass brecanstane, looking up at the monastery on its outcrop.  
 
    Lord Hadd's head was shaved clean, like his brothers. His eyes were ringed with green and two lines of war paint streaked from the corners of his eyes down his cheeks. The Tears of Sorrow.  
 
    He drew his double razors and they gleamed in the moonlight.  
 
    "Zennik. Come here." 
 
    Another brother in dark green robes padded across the grey sand.  
 
    "Yes, my lord?" 
 
    Hadd pointed a long finger up to the east where the outer wall of Ironghast monastery was lowest.  
 
    "We attack there. Ready the brothers. And make sure your blades are sharp. We have tears to shed." 
 
    Zennik nodded and melted back into the shadows. A few moments later, a sea of dark green robes emerged from the night. Their silver blades gleamed at their sides. The last time such a force gathered was on a night called the Dimming of the Light forty years before. When they had crept into the temple of Angall and slaughtered the few remaining Knights of the Blaze as they slept.  
 
    This night would outshine that victory by a thousand. They could not miss the chance to cut the last infection of magic from the world.  
 
    They crept up to the walls of Ironghast. Hooks and lines swung into the air and the brothers climbed with practiced efficiency. One by one the ascended dropped down into the monastery on slippered feet.  
 
    A lone monk was on lookout on the walkway. He kept the lanterns lit, took water to the infirmary, and cast silent prayers and blessings as he went. He was mid prayer when the razor curved round his neck. Before he could make a sound, his throat was cut and the body thrown over the wall to crash on the rocks below.  
 
    The Witchfinders split up into groups. Some crept down to the main doors, opening them to let the less agile but better armed blackguard in. Others went from dormitory to dormitory, cutting the windpipes of slumbering monks.  
 
    Another group was tasked with finding the bestiary where rare creatures were kept, ensuring they remained as extinct as records showed. It was all done with quiet pragmatism, the careful annihilation of rare and precious things.  
 
    Lord Hadd had given himself a specific task. He desired the glory of taking Magus Hearts saturated with Angall's Whisper home to his Green King. He took a small contingent of his best Witchfinders and followed his supernatural hunter's instinct to the source of greatest holy light. Soon he crouched in the passageway of a high tower, signaling his group. Lord Hadd crouched and whispered behind him.  
 
    "I can sense something saturated with the Magus down here. We will cut its life short." 
 
    Several brothers gathered in behind, hungry for blood and torture. Lord Hadd beckoned them on. 
 
    "Quiet and slow. Cut the throats while they sleep. Rip out every Magus Heart you can find." 
 
    Brother Zennik threw back his green hood and glared at the corridor with a smile. He slid out his tongue and ran the flat of his razor across it, drawing blood.  
 
    "Yes, my lord." 
 
    Lord Hadd smiled in the dark corridor. 
 
    "We have all the rats in one cage, now, Zennik. We can burn this place to the ground and bring home a feast of magic for the Green King." 
 
    Brother Zennik crept past his commander, eager for the kill. Lord Hadd grasped his arm on the way past.  
 
    "Zennik. Be careful. We don't know what strange things these bastard monks have collected over the years. We don't know what they can do." 
 
    Another bald brother stepped forward with two Grimms pulling at their collars.  
 
    "The hounds will sniff them out, Lord Hadd. Doesn't matter where the sniveling creatures hide." 
 
    Zennik crept passed his lord and down the corridor to an oak door sat ajar. He crept in like a ghost to carry out his assigned blade work. Lord Hadd waited for the whisk of a blade and the soft gargle of a slit throat gasping for air. He waited for a long moment. Zennik was one of his finest razor men. The hounds behind Lord Hadd began to whine and draw back.  
 
    Lord Hadd frowned. He whispered down the gloomy corridor.  
 
    "Zennik? Zennik?" 
 
    The flash of light blinded Lord Hadd for a moment. He saw the oak door explode as it burst into a thousand splinters. Through it came the tattered remains of Zennik. The corpse hit the far wall and spattered like a marrow. The Grimm hounds winced and pulled back against their handlers. Lord Hadd shielded his face against the light.  
 
    When he took it away, he saw an armoured figure step through the broken doorway.  
 
    It was clad head to toe in ornate plate etched with glowing symbols. In its hand was a warhammer it should take three men to lift. Golden light danced around the figure, sparks cascaded from the hammer, and when it moved it emanated a noise like the grinding of some vast machinery. Lord Hadd shook his head in disbelief. He had been one of the first in the door forty years before, during the Dimming of the Light. He had seen Knights of the Blaze before. But he had never seen one like this.  
 
    "Paladin! No. We killed the last of you. Years ago. We dimmed your light." 
 
    Alfred shook his hammer free of dead Witchfinder's blood.  A metallic voice echoed from the closed helm.  
 
    "Not all of it." 
 
    Lord Hadd's hatred won over his fear, and he flicked open his razor. His hand shook.  
 
    "No matter. One last candle to be snuffed." 
 
    A female voice behind the Witchfinders. 
 
    "More than one." 
 
    Hadd spun around to see Deena, shining in her armour and holding another dead Witchfinder in one fist. The man hung limp in her grip.  
 
    "Who's this shining whore?” 
 
    Alfred’s helm opened and slid smoothly back into the armor. He smiled. His skin shone white in the gloomy passage.  
 
    "Lord Hadd, was it? Goodbye lord Hadd." 
 
    Hadd looked down and noticed the blade through his chest. Deena twisted it and drew it out. The Witchfinder gave a gasp of confusion and fell to the floor.  Alfred stepped on his twitching body as he passed and grasped Deena's pauldron.  
 
    "Deena. Are you alright?" 
 
    Deena's eyes were bright with holy fire.  
 
    "They're everywhere, Alfred. They're all through the monastery." 
 
    Alfred looked around at the Witchfinder's bodies.  
 
    "We need to arm those who can fight. And get those who can't to safety." 
 
    Deena nodded and they set off towards the stairs.  
 
    "Where's Manzak?" 
 
    "Last time I saw him he was still getting through the barrel in the cellar." 
 
    Alfred stopped at the top of the stairs and held up a hand.  
 
    "Deena, get to the monk's quarters. Barricade them inside and protect them." 
 
    She nodded and frowned.  
 
    "Where are you going?" 
 
    "The bestiary. I need to let out the ones who can fight." 
 
    Deena's brows rose, wondering if he meant what she thought.  
 
    "All of them?" 
 
    Alfred bounded down along the passage. He turned to her before leaving.  
 
    "Aye. Especially that one." 
 
    Alfred took every back route through the monastery he had learned in his time there. Secret stairways, abandoned halls and unlit corridors.  
 
    Deeper down all the time, until before long he reached the most secure cell in the monastery. Even as he approached the darkened bars, a sonorous voice called out.  
 
    "Good evening, little Alfred. There's something different about you." 
 
    The Manticore stepped into the light with his lethal grin. The light from Alfred's skin reflected off his iridescent scales.  
 
    "We don't have time for your games now. The monastery is under attack." 
 
    The Manticore studied him.  
 
    "You walked into the Torrent and you walked back out again alive. But you carried something with you. Inside you. And it's still there. And you need all this armour to hold it in." 
 
    Alfred sighed and slung his warhammer. He spread his hands to the beast.  
 
    "I'm learning. But you're not making it easy. And believe me you'd rather talk with me than what's inside me." 
 
    The Manticore was enraptured by him. His feral eyes gazed over every inch of Alfred's armour and skin.  
 
    "You're barely contained, little crusader. You're just a mass of judgement and holy war, crushed into little suit. Can you even control it?" 
 
    Alfred wanted to shout at the creature, come up with some witty or cutting remark. But he had no time to negotiate with a demon. He just needed to save as many people as he could. His shoulders sagged and he leaned against the bars, exhausted by the raging changes happening within his body. He weakly shook his head. The Manticore nodded. 
 
    "No, I thought not. You feel like it's about to set you aflame with vengeance at any moment. You're afraid you will kill everything in the room, because nothing is pure really, is it?" 
 
    Alfred was amazed the creature he confided in was this one. The most dangerous predator in Ironghast. Yet the Manticore understood him. It understood most things.  
 
    "I don't know. All I know is the very last of so many things found refuge in these walls. And I'll protect them with whatever I have. The Witchfinders are here. All of them." 
 
    The Manticore sniffed the air in disgust.  
 
    "Oligan's razor men. Every one of them has the Magus in their blood. Little bats who hunt their own kind. Cut out their magic and feed it to the Sorrow. They're the very worst living things in the world, apart from the burnt king himself. And they call me a monster."  
 
    Alfred stared at the lock, magically shut.  
 
    "If I let you out, will you fight with us?" 
 
    A haughty snort from the Manticore.  
 
    "Why should I fight with you, tin man? It was little crusaders like you put us to the sword." 
 
    "And it was one tin man like me saved you. Took the last egg from the battle and brought you here. Stopped your kind from becoming nothing but a memory." 
 
    The Manticore's huge head pressed up against the bars.  
 
    "And you think he did it out of kindness? I know why I was kept." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    The monster's voice low and rumbling.  
 
    "The Prayer of Light and Venom. The missing page Invar hunts. I'm part of it. You can't use it without me. And I know it will mean my death." 
 
    Alfred stood. Was it fear he saw in the beast's eyes?  
 
    "You are part of it. Doesn’t mean you have to die." 
 
    The Manticore stood tall and stared at him.  
 
    "Your goodly order of sparkling knights just saved the last of my race to sacrifice me at a different time, when it suited their needs." 
 
    Alfred grabbed the bars with a fist.  
 
    “Now, all we have to do is live. You, me, and all the rest of us. We've all got the Magus Heart pumping magic through our blood in one way or another. Makes us some kind of warped family. And family is something all of us have lost." 
 
    “You and I are family?" 
 
    "As close to it as any of us will ever find. We freaks have to fight together." 
 
    The Manticore's stinger rattled against the bars. Alfred watched it with caution.  
 
    "There no line I will not cross to drive this barb into Oligan Rathratta's black heart. And if you or the red whelp you love stands between him and me, I will not hesitate to drive the barb through her ribs to get to the puppet king. Not for a moment. Even if the moment meant my death." 
 
    Alfred levelled his gaze at the creature.  
 
    "It would mean your death." 
 
    The Manticore smiled.  
 
    "Well. I like being honest and frank with you Alfred. I see you're very pressed for time. So either open my cage door, or leave me to die in here when they find me." 
 
    Alfred reached out for the blessed lock. Only a paladin's hand could open it.  
 
    "This is an act of faith, Manticore." 
 
    The lock clicked and the cell door swung open. Alfred took a step back, his hand on the hilt of his sword. The Manticore stretched and padded out into the light. Without the bars between them, even Alfred felt the twinge of fear.  
 
    "Little general. Do you have any battle orders for me?" 
 
    Alfred drew his sword and gestured to the stairs.  
 
    “If it looks like it worships the Sorrow, kill it.” 
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    Middigan gasped at the high vaulted chamber. The walls inlaid with a deep blue looked like tumultuous skies. Bordering this, gold swirls in patterns of smoke and flame. The ceiling was a series of arches set with stained glass skylights. Each one casting down a prism of light on the marble floor, spreading out into pastel shades.  
 
    In the middle of the temple a marble fish pond fifteen feet across. A small fountain at its centre trickled fresh water and cast shimmering light all across the temple walls. Fire-carp swam in the fountain water, red and orange bodies trailing whiskers glowing with light.  
 
    There were temples to Angall all across the western world. Some little more than a single shrine in a cave. Others great cathedrals standing for centuries. They all shared the same themes. Illumination of mind, body and soul. The warmth of fire and the flame of ideas and creativity. The virtues of truth and justice. Salamanders, phoenix, wyverns and fire-carp all represented in statues and carvings.  
 
    There was a darker side to illumination. Some of them more narrow in their interpretation of purity. It all stemmed from the Sorrow. An entity of darkness and disease, its soul an empty void famished. It was cosmic impurity gave the followers of Angall something clear and specific to stand against. Something representing everything they were not.  
 
    Invar scanned the temple for danger. The only sound was the trickle of the water pouring into the fish pond. He gestured to Middigan.  
 
    "It's clear. The altar up there in alcove." 
 
    Middigan walked in behind him, his head turned up to the vaulted ceiling and the light spilled down to the marble floor. His mouth was hanging open and his eyes were wide.  
 
    "It's beautiful. All my life in the city and I don't think I have ever been in the temple of Angall. I only end up in catacombs and privies. What a grand god flows through you, lord Invar." 
 
    Invar raised a curious brow to the little man.  
 
    "Who is your patron god?" 
 
    Middigan was still staring at the beauty of the temple and he sounded absent minded as he answered.  
 
    "Oh, I hedge my bets and put a coin in everyone's collection plate, milord. But the shrine in my hearth is to Livretti. A lot of what seems like chaos if you look closer might pass as a plan." 
 
    Invar walked out into the centre of the temple and stood by the pond. The light from the pool washed across his armour in ripples. He looked down at the scarlet and mandarin fish gliding below.  
 
    "I used to believe in the shining path. A beautiful glowing direction for everyone set there by the lord. As I've gotten older, life begins to look a lot more like you are describing, Middigan." 
 
    Invar peered around him and strained his ears.  
 
    "It's empty in here. No one seeking sanctuary or praying." 
 
    Middigan pointed a crooked finger at a burning brazier in an alcove at the far end of the temple.  
 
    "But your sacred fire is still burning. It gets lit every day?" 
 
    Invar walked towards the brazier, sword raised.  
 
    "Yes. Means someone was still alive in here this morning to keep it going." 
 
    Middigan loped ahead of him and turned and gestured for Invar to follow.  
 
    "Sire, next to the altar." 
 
    Invar heard the groan before he saw the bloodied feet. He ran as fast as his aching bones allowed around the marble plinth. There sat a man propped against the stone. Next to him a small blunt dagger he had used to defend himself. He was about fifty years, plump and balding. He had a kind face but the spark of worldliness. But the most obvious thing about him was the terrible open wound in his abdomen. Invar could smell the injury before he saw it. The man was sweating, but he offered them a kindly smile as they came around.  
 
    "Ah, welcome pilgrims." 
 
    Invar knelt before the man and inspected the wound. Something had torn a strip of flesh from his side, it was dark and glossy within. He could see a few ribs exposed. The man's breathing was labored but his green eyes clear. Invar put pressure on the wound but dark blood flowed between his fingers and the priest winced.  
 
    "Father, try not to move. Are you hurt anywhere else?" 
 
    The man took a deep breath and spoke through his pain.  
 
    "Pride, faith and patience have taken a battering, Lightborn. I think one of them may also have taken a bite out of my liver." 
 
    Invar inspected the terrible wound and stood. He filled his flask from the fish pool and returned.  
 
    "Here, drink some water. I can bless it. It will help heal and purify your wounds." 
 
    The priest accepted the drink with a spluttering swallow, but he shook his head at the offer of magic.  
 
    "No, paladin. You're fighting your own war in the flesh, I see. And you'll need every last mote inside you to fight your way out of the city. If you're going to bless water, bless the Rascal's Gate on your way out."  
 
    Invar drew back, amazed.  
 
    "How do you know...?" 
 
    Invar noticed something in the priest's wound he had not seen before. Above the damaged liver and just beneath two of the broken ribs, were the remains of what looked like a small second heart. Yet it was not the colour of flesh but was a deep autumn gold. It shivered and pulsated but most of it was gone. It grew paler by the moment.  
 
    Invar realized what the monsters had done to him. The warped rats had become crazed for the love of magic, and torn him apart to reach the source. Invar reached out and grasped the old priest's bloodied hand.  
 
    "Bastard creatures. You're one of us, father. Look what they did to you." 
 
    The priest nodded and offered a weak smile.  
 
    "Like is drawn to like, pilgrim. You don't feel your own Magus igniting within you? Even our scruffy little friend here is blessed. My blessing is intuition, and fleeting images of what's to come. So I see the next few hours of your future. And I wouldn't trade yours for mine, paladin. My gift always helped me in counselling the parishioners come to unburden their souls. But I think if we were to start on yours, good sir, we would be here all night." 
 
    Invar gave the priest a small smile as he tended the wound. There was a gathering pool of blood beneath the priest spread out on the white marble floor.  
 
    "Aye, you're right. I'm Invar. Since nothing left to confess and unburden myself with, I don't think I'll keep calling you father." 
 
    The priest coughed and smiled. His lips were turning blue.  
 
    It's Jakob. A pleasure to meet you, Invar. What a strange long road Angall sent you on, hmmm?" 
 
    Invar nodded with a cold laugh. The priest Jakob studied him with bloodshot eyes.  
 
    "Is it Mournefever?" 
 
    Invar nodded as he tore a strip of white shroud from the altar and dressed the wound with it.  
 
    "I think so. Got bit too. Off one of those Sorrow-warped bastard rats." 
 
    Invar paused for a moment and glanced sidelong at the rat catcher.  
 
    "I'm sorry, Middigan. I wasn't including you." 
 
    Middigan smiled and offered Jakob another sip of water.  
 
    "Oh don't apologize. Who knows what you'd catch if I bit you, sire." 
 
    Jakob frowned and the sweat on his balding head glistened.  
 
    "You don't have long, paladin. Never read of a cure. Truth be told, I don't know how you're still walking upright. The Light's strong in you. And you look like a stubborn old mule, to boot." 
 
    Invar pressed the white shroud on the gash and Jakob winced but he held his composure well.  
 
    "Oh I'm stubborn and no mistake. But I'm trying to do my bit in the war. Save a few lives before I'm meat for crows." 
 
    Jakob gave a small nod and closed his eyes against the pain.  
 
    "I know what you've come for." 
 
    "You do?" 
 
    The priest smiled.  
 
    "Why do you think I'm dying against the altar? I didn't want to let them get to it. And I wanted to be as close to the lord's own prayers as possible at the end." 
 
    Invar got up on one knee and put his hand on the dying priest's shoulder. He glanced down at the small knife laid on the marble next to him.  
 
    "I need to take it from here, father. Far across the Bleaks to Ironghast monastery. If I do, are you going to try and stick me?"  
 
    Jakob shook his head.  
 
    "I think you're dying just fine on your own, Lightborn." 
 
    Invar gestured for Middigan to keep pressure on the wound. The paladin stood and tested his weight against the heavy podium. Jakob raised his brows.  
 
    "Do you think you can move this altar stone? I doubt an ox could shift it." 
 
    Middigan helped shift the priest away from the stone and nodded.  
 
    "Oh he's very stubborn father. He'll just swear at it until it moves." 
 
    Jakob watched as the old bull put his shoulder into the altar stone and pushed. It moved an inch with a creak and a cloud of dust.  
 
    "You know, I didn't think there were any of you paladins left." 
 
    Invar turned his head and glanced down at the old priest, who had a mischievous glint in his eye. Invar shook his head and returned to the task.  
 
    "We’re reforming the order. Are you interested in applying?” 
 
    The priest shrugged and leaned back on Middigan for support.  
 
    "I’m more a raconteur than fighter. You do that surly veteran thing so well, I’d embarrass myself.” 
 
    Invar grinned but said nothing. He just braced himself and gave the altar another big shove. It slid the last bit with a deep grating of stone. Beneath was a hole dug into the marble and earth. Invar knelt and swiped away an oily rag to reveal a lacquered wooden box. He reached in to lift it out but felt dizzy for a moment and had to steady himself. He looked up at Middigan.  
 
    "Help me with this." 
 
    The rat catcher laid the priest's head against a marble pillar carved with drakes. Jakob waved him away and kept pressure on his injuries. Middigan joined Invar and together they hoisted the box out. It was heavier than it looked.  
 
    "Grab a corner. Have you got it? Set it down over here." 
 
    They set it down on the floor with a thump and sat staring at it.  
 
    Jakob called over.  
 
    "Paladin...the box is lined with lead. To conceal it. You know when you open it, the Sorrow will be able to sense it? They'll be drawn to it. All those things will come pouring down on us here. Ready yourself." 
 
    Middigan brushed dust from the old wooden box.  
 
    "We know. We have a plan father. We're counting on as many as possible of them coming after us." 
 
    Jakob's eyes misted for a moment and he nodded.  
 
    "So you can lead them to the Rascal's Gate. Send some of them back to the underworld before you leave. And cut down the hunting party coming after you." 
 
    Invar glanced across.  
 
    "You know, when you say it, father, it sounds plausible." 
 
    "It's what made me a good priest." 
 
    Invar felt anger in his heart to watch as the old priest dying. Perhaps he could summon enough holy light to keep him alive for a little longer, but to what end? If Invar failed in his mission, the Sorrow would do to the whole world what it had done to Crowburgh and the priest. There could be no compromise, and no sacrifice was too great. Besides, he knew he would soon be following the priest into the light. They could continue their discussion.  
 
    "I can tell you are." 
 
    Jakob picked up the blood-slicked little knife in one shaky hand.  
 
    "I'll hold as many off as I can." 
 
    Invar stood and unsheathed a well-honed dirk.  
 
    "With that thing." 
 
    Jakob took the sharp dirk in his other hand and looked over at the main doors of the temple.  
 
    "Open the box." 
 
    Invar kneeled down again and prized the lid off the lacquered box. It was tight and when it was opened a small vacuum of ancient air was released. Invar reached inside and pulled out a wad of cloth looked like rough spun priest's robes. He laid it on the ground and unfolded it.  
 
    Middigan's mouth fell open.  
 
    "Oh my word..." 
 
    Invar picked up the page and unfolded it. It was not paper but some kind of vellum, though it did not look like calfskin. It was covered in the most beautiful, elaborate writing Invar had ever seen. It was illuminated and finished with delicate artwork around the edges. But what made it otherworldly was each letter glimmering inside. The script glowed from somewhere deep down and as Invar moved the page, shining motes of light drifting down to the floor like gold dust. Invar held it up to the light and the Angallic script glowed brighter.  
 
    "Perfection, isn't it? Written in a god's own hand." 
 
    He turned to the dying priest.  
 
    "Kept it safe all these years, father?" 
 
    Jakob nodded and smiled at the page.  
 
    "Yes. And about the twenty priests who came before me. We didn't know what it was of course. None of us ever dug it up before. But we knew it had been used at the end of the last great war. And it dealt a devastating blow to the Sorrow. Turned the tide I hear." 
 
    Middigan was staring at the page.  
 
    "Milord Invar, what language is it?" 
 
    Invar ran a finger across the vellum and his own eyes took on the same golden hue, as if the script awakened all magic within.  
 
    "It's Old Angallan. The language spoken by many of the gods themselves when they came across the stars to us. It evolved over centuries into Angallan, the same script many of Angall's Riddles were written in. Few can read it in this day and age." 
 
    Jakob pointed shaking finger at the torn page.  
 
    "Your order protected this sort of relic for hundreds of years. Can you understand any of it?" 
 
    Invar screwed up his face and studied the writing hard for a long moment.  
 
    "The title at the top of the page. It's written in close to something I understand. But nothing of the rest." 
 
    Jakob raised a brow.  
 
    "What does it say?" 
 
    "I think it says...A Prayer of Light and Venom." 
 
    Jakob let himself rest back on against the pillar. His fingers were doing little now to stem the flow of blood.  
 
    "He meant for you to go through all your trials. It was always going to be you who came here to unearth it. And take it to where it needs to go." 
 
    Invar folded the page and placed it in a secret pocket within his robes.  
 
    "And you, father?" 
 
    Jakob smiled and waved his new dirk.  
 
    "It was my job to wait here for you. Now go. Conserve what little strength you have left for when it matters." 
 
    Invar stood and prepared himself.  
 
    "I can try to take you with us. You said it yourself, you have the Magus in you, like us. You belong at Ironghast with the rest of us." 
 
    Jakob laughed and coughed up a gobbet of blood.  
 
    "I wouldn't make it out the door. And I belong here, in the temple where I've spent my life." 
 
    Middigan's feral ears pricked up.  
 
    "Milord Invar, can you hear?” 
 
    There was a sudden multitude of scratching at the heavy front doors of the temple, accompanied by screeching and skittering.  
 
    Jakob waved the two men away.  
 
    "They are coming. You have to go. Down the steps at the back of the altar. They will take you to a small door, into a courtyard. Climb over the wall and you will be in Harper's Alley. It leads to the rascal's gate by the waterside." 
 
    Invar drew his sword.  
 
    "You're not going to be able to fight them off, father. Let me help ease your pain." 
 
    Jakob shook his head.  
 
    "No. I can buy you time. I'll make a damn fool of myself though, so I don't want you here when they come in. Go, would you?" 
 
    Invar was sick to death of sacrificing good people for the larger war. He gritted his teeth and nodded at the priest. Jakob waved his hand in blessing.  
 
    "There is a light that never goes out, paladin." 
 
    Invar started to back off towards the steps as the sound of claws on the temple door grew louder.  
 
    They could wait no longer. Invar and Middigan turned and ran as fast as they could down the steps and out the small back door of the temple. They followed Jakob's directions over the wall and found themselves in a narrow cobbled alley led to the waterside. It was as deserted as everywhere else in the city, except for a few dead and mutilated bodies the rats had gnawed on during the night.  
 
    A few canoes and rowboats were moored by the canal side.  
 
    Middigan began to unravel the moorings of one. 
 
    "Here, we can take one of these." 
 
    Invar mistrusted the water, and he disliked the rickety boat even more.  
 
    "I'll sink us to the bottom in all this mail. But it might be what’s holding me together." 
 
    The two men climbed into the boat and Middigan picked up the oars. They set off from the bank and along the murky stagnant waterway led to Rascal's Gate. As they moved along the water, the walls on either side of the bank began to rise. The grey mossy brickwork climbed high on either side until it felt like they were in a narrow river at the bottom of a steep canyon. After a few minutes they passed through a close tunnel dripping with cold algae slipped over their heads as they passed through.  
 
    As they exited the other side, Middigan looked behind them and pointed up high above the tunnel. On an old stone bridge the vermin were waiting.  
 
    The large brown hunting rats climbed on the bridge railings, preparing themselves to leap. In the middle of them the Daughter of Sorrow sat on her large white rat. Her pale wizened face reflected the moonlight and black hair blew in a wind was not there. She raised a thin white finger and pointed at them. The rats began to drop twenty metres into the water all around them with splashes of filthy water.  
 
    Middigan turned back to Invar.  
 
    "If these things are anything like the rats I've hunted all my life, they can swim even better than a man." 
 
    Invar drew his sword and hacked at the wet furry body closing in on the boat. 
 
    "Row! Row for your life!" 
 
    The sped through the slimy water as fast as they could. Ahead, the rascal's gate was in sight. It was a small archway led out through the city walls protected by a raised portcullis. Middigan rowed as hard as he could while Invar fought, but more and more rats were dropping from the bridge.  
 
    "Sire, if you are ever going to appeal to your Lord of Illumination, now might be the opportune time." 
 
    Invar had felt a replenishment of light from handling the vellum, and he could feel the familiar tickling beneath his ribs as sorcery pooled in Magus. But he was still fighting Mournefever, and did not know if he had the energy left for even the simplest evocation. But the rats were swimming towards them from all angles now and he could not fight them anymore. So he took a deep breath and sheathed his sword.  
 
    He closed his eyes and prayed.  
 
    "Star in the midnight sky 
 
    Lighthouse in the tempest sea 
 
    Brilliance of idea inhaled 
 
    Glimmer in the new-born eye 
 
    Beckoning campfire in the darkest night 
 
    Hope in the heart of the hunted 
 
    Cleansing fire of the new dawn 
 
    Noble Angall, keep your spark in my heart and soul 
 
    And remind me ever 
 
    There is a light never goes out." 
 
    Invar opened his eyes as they sped through the water. The vermin were closing in on either side, their sleek bodies undulating through the green canal. Middigan looked like his arms were about to be torn off by the oars.  
 
    "Nothing is happening, sire. They are getting closer." 
 
    Invar drew his sword again, exhausted by his efforts.  
 
    "Livretti ever answered you, rat catcher? Any god or greater power ever paid you the slightest bit of heed? What were you expecting, thunderbolts from the heavens?” 
 
    Middigan was not looking at Invar. Instead he gazed over his shoulder at the canal.  
 
    "Sire, the water..." 
 
    Invar looked down and saw to his amazement a deep glow was igniting under the canal, as if the moon had fallen from the sky into the water. Brighter and brighter it glowed until bubbles frothed and hissed on the surface. The rats screeched and struggled but it was as if they had been dropped into a boiling kettle. Their fur smoked and skin sizzled. Within moments they were gurgling and sinking beneath the surface. Hundreds of them went down in a matter of moments as the water became so bright it looked like a silver mirror.  
 
    Invar sat down in the boat, shaking his head.  
 
    "By the Light, never expected that." 
 
    He looked up at the bridge high above as Middigan rowed them out under the portcullis. The Daughter of Sorrow was still. Her fury had frozen her to the spot, peering down at her warped children as they boiled in a river of holy water.  
 
    Her hate was the last thing Invar saw before they entered the tunnel.  
 
    Once out, they abandoned the boat by the side of the waterway. Middigan guided Invar to the little hamlet outside the city walls where he knew good strong horses were kept. Invar half expected every animal to be slaughtered, but to his surprise, three beasts still stood in the stables, frightened and distrustful. Invar was unsure if he would be able to calm one down enough to bear them, but the little rat catcher showed his quality again. He had a way with animals that could only come from the Magus. Within two minutes of whispering to one dappled courser, it was taking hay from his hand and nuzzling his shaggy hair.  
 
    "Here's a courser can carry our weight, sire. All right, girl. We need your help." 
 
    Invar petted the beast until it was familiar with him, and they led it outside into the night and on the road. Invar looked back at the city walls, expecting to see a tide of monsters pouring over it at any moment.  
 
    "She won't stop, not for a moment's rest. So neither can we." 
 
    Middigan glanced back at the city he had known all his life. Now a place of slaughter and blood.  
 
    "Can we outrun her? All the way to this Ironghast monastery?" 
 
    Invar felt the exhaustion wash over him again. Whatever sustenance the Libram page had given him, it was fading fast. He thought of the long journey ahead. Through the Toomwood and out into the Bleaks. All the while hunted by this demonic child of Oligan and its pets.  
 
    He saddled up and Middigan climbed behind.  
 
    "No. I don't think so, Middigan. But we're damn well going to try." 
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    The battle of Ironghast had raged for hours.  
 
    Many monks in the order had been killed, either throat slit while they slept, or bludgeoned to death by a blackguard's mace.  
 
    They fought a war on many fronts. Deena had gathered the monks and father Bluheart, fighting her way through vicious blackguards to the upper sanctuary. It was a strong defensible place forcing attackers to always fight their way upwards.  
 
    Manzak had battled his way up from the wine cellars, stumbling right into a contingent of Witchfinders and hatchetmen trying to set the bestiary ablaze. He had not left one of them alive. The paladins were not the only ones roused to fight. A few Shamans, Ragles and other members of the Old Races had woken in time to save their lives. Manzak had rallied them and together they had made their way to the upper sanctuary.  
 
    Outside the doors, Alfred waved his sword. 
 
    "To me! Into the holdfast!" 
 
    Father Bluheart ran past him, protecting a few young ones as he went.  
 
    "Alfred, they're everywhere. They mean to end us all here tonight." 
 
    Alfred gave him a reassuring glance.  
 
    "Come, get inside. We make our stand." 
 
    A terrified Shaman stumbled past, nursing a wounded arm. He spoke in despair as he passed.  
 
    "Or we make our  tomb." 
 
    Alfred ushered the last of them inside and turned to face them.  
 
    "What is Ironghast? What has it been for hundreds of years?" 
 
    A shaking monk looked up.  
 
    "Until tonight, it was our safe haven. Our only refuge in the world from those who would see us eradicated." 
 
     The shaman grabbed Alfred by the arm.  
 
    "They have sorcery in them Alfred, every one of them. There are too many and they are too powerful." 
 
    Alfred held his shoulder and smiled. The golden light of his eyes washed over the shaman and the man looked less afraid. Alfred stood straight and turned to his Order.  
 
    “Deena! Take the east door. Manzak, the west. I take the north." 
 
    The Moss priestess from the council crouched on the floor, trying to help a dying monk.  
 
    "We have many wounded and dying here, Alfred." 
 
    Alfred watched as she placed hands on the man.  
 
    "Do we have more healers in here with us?" 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    "Yes, apart from me, the shamans are fleshmancers. We can knit them back together, those who have blood enough left in them. But some of the wounded here, Alfred. Those bastards have incised the Magus right out of them. Like they were animals to be butchered." 
 
    Deena flashed her bright eyes at her.  
 
    "It’s what they see as us, livestock with delicacies to be cut our and fed to their god." 
 
    Manzak grinned, showing the ruby in his tooth.  
 
    "I could get used to being a delicacy, Bookworm." 
 
    Alfred turned to the frightened shaman and fixed his eyes.  
 
    "Shaman, tend to those you can save.” 
 
    The shaman found his courage and nodded.  
 
    "Aye, Alfred." 
 
    Bluheart stood staring at the door as the Witchfinders battered it with their magic. It was beginning to splinter.  
 
    "Have you ever seen such venom, Alfred? We have lived here for decades. We pose no threat to anyone. Yet look at the storm of hate blowing against door. They don't just want to kill us. They want to wipe out all memory of us." 
 
    Alfred flexed out his shoulders and tested the blade.  
 
    "Aye. They'll regret that before the night is out." 
 
    He turned and saw the gathered in the sanctuary. His paladin kin stood ready at the doors, armoured and brimming with light. The Manticore was hunched down, scanning the doors and waiting to pounce on anything came through. The visiting lords of Vassonia and their squires had, to their credit, fought by their side all the way. They gathered behind the paladins, fearful but with swords at the ready. Lord Burrowmere shouted to Alfred. His eyes gleamed with the fire of fear and battle.  
 
    "If this is your idea of a demonstration to illustrate your point, I think you have taken it too far, Lord Sorrowhammer." 
 
    Alfred saluted him.  
 
    Lord Eelthorpe called across. 
 
    "The hounds I fought to get up here. They were not natural. Infested with the Sorrow! By the gods the king has sold us all!" 
 
    Alfred looked to the rest of the sanctuary.  
 
    The remaining people were terrified or wounded or both. The shock of being awoken from sleep to the sounds of people dying had shattered their courage.  
 
    Alfred raised his sword and stood before them.  
 
    "All you warped and exiled. The lost, the hunted, the shunned. None of you have had a kind word from the world out there. Been whipped and beaten, chased from your villages, spat on and cursed because you were born different. Been driven away from your homes by those who fear and hate you. Now hate comes to our front door. To the one place in the world you could call refuge. I know you are afraid. Who would not be when faced with such hate? But you should feel something else.  
 
    Rage. 
 
    You should feel fire in your bellies such men would dare to cross our threshold.  
 
    I for one am going to show them they've made a mistake. One they will never walk away from. Fight with me, fight for your lives. Show them they cannot dim our light tonight!" 
 
    As he spoke, the holy light from him spread across the huddled refugees. It charged them with courage and hope. One by one they stood and held what weapons they could find.  
 
    Deena raised her sword and crouched in front of the door. A motley band of bloodied monks with clubs, human's with the Magus Heart, and a few of the Old races stood behind her. Her brow furrowed and her sword lit up with holy fire. She cried out to the door as it rattled on its hinges.  
 
    "The Light that burns!" 
 
    Alfred picked up his hammer and swung it around his head. He held it in one hand and his sword with the other.  
 
    He gritted his teeth and stared at the oak door as it splintered and buckled. A chunk of wood fell from it and pale faces of Witchfinders glared through, hissing curses at them.  
 
    Alfred recited the cleansing prayer beneath his breath. 
 
    "Great Angall, 
 
    Let your wisps and gleams 
 
    Reach the farthest cobweb corners 
 
    Of this house. 
 
    Send me the pure light 
 
    To purge the mischief 
 
    From attic and cellar 
 
    And your burning sprites 
 
    To cleanse the creeping dark. " 
 
    Alfred saw a white-bearded Witchfinder through the split in the door. He was also reciting something and his hand wove strange sigils in the air. Alfred shouted behind him. 
 
    "He's casting! Get ready!" 
 
    He had said the words when the entire door exploded off its hinges, sending splintered wood and iron rivets hurtling into the room. Alfred's helm wrapped around his face just as a thousand shards of pointed wood and metal rattled off his breastplate. He stood tall, shielding those behind him from the barrage, but a few caught the shrapnel and fell screaming.  
 
    Through the settling dust and wood poured a horde of Witchfinders, Hatchetmen and Blackguards. The Witchfinders moved like black cats through the room, their twin razors flashing. They slashed at any exposed flesh they could see, dodging blows and vanishing back into the shadows. They cast spells as they fought, confusing foe and disorienting senses. A few of the more powerful ones were ossomancers like Merrick Clay. They snapped bones with magic as they fought with steel.  
 
    The Blackguards worked in tight groups. Their boiled leather armour was studded with sharp spikes. They carried clubs and short stabbing swords they used to good effect. Groups of them would crowd around any wounded stragglers they found and batter them to death as they lay curled up on the cold stone floor.  
 
    The hatchetmen fought like the dumb savage brutes they always were. Muscled and with skin like rhinos, they charged at whatever was in front of them, hacking and slashing with their bearded axes.  
 
    Alfred waited until the first three hatchetmen came within fighting distance. They ran at him screaming, their leather half masks hiding the ugliness of their features.  
 
    Alfred swung his hammer into the chest of the first. The huge man buckled in half and flew back into the wall as if launched from a ballista.  
 
    His two hulking companions had a moment to stare at each other in simian confusion before Alfred took their heads with one swipe of his sword. The bodies fell to the floor and as soon as they hit the ground, a crowd of Witchfinders and Blackguards clambered over them to get to the terrified occupants of the sanctuary.  
 
    As a single group, ten of them lunged at Alfred, grappling with his limbs and shoving his breastplate, trying to take him off his feet. For a moment Alfred was lost beneath a sea of boiled leather, black silk and rippling muscle.  
 
    He focused his rage and it caused his armour to heat like a burning brand. The ones without gauntlets tried to pull away with shock on their faces. But the flesh of their palms stuck to the armour in strips and crisped as the Witchfinders screamed. His armour burned with light as the flesh smoked and sizzled on it.  
 
    Alfred ignited his hammer and the diamond became a star. He launched himself at the burned assailants. He swung his hammer at anyone who came near. They flew through the air, only their skin holding shattered bones together. Within moments a pile of twitching bodies lay in a wide circle around Alfred's feet.  
 
    He turned to check the defenses on the west door.  
 
    Deena was facing off with three Hatchetmen. Their crude but lethal axes swung at her with murderous efficiency. She moved lithe despite her armour. The axes whistled past her face and torso as she spun and ducked. The hatchetmen were trying to horseshoe around to attack her back. 
 
    Deena crouched low as their weapons slashed over her head in wild arcs. She spun and lashed out at the Hatchetmen's bulbous knees. Two of them staggered back, legs buckling under their massive weight. Deena took the opportunity to gut them as they reeled. They looked down in dumb amazement as their innards spun out, for the instant before Deena slit their throats. The third hatchetman rushed in and shoulder barged Deena with his bulky torso. She was thrown back six feet to land on her back. Even as she fell she rolled backwards, coming up in a low crouch with her red hair wild around her. Her lips were drawn back in a snarl and her eyes blazed golden.  
 
    Like a spring released, Deena launched herself at the brute, one foot landing on his overdeveloped thigh. She pulled herself up his body and thrust her sword downward under his collarbone. The man's dull eyes opened in shock and he crumpled in a heap beneath her. She stood for a moment amidst the fighting, her fierce eyes scanning for the next opponent. Other men's blood streaked her face and armour. Alfred called across.  
 
    "Deena!" 
 
    She turned her head and her eyes glowed brighter. She gave Alfred a smile of pure mad joy.  
 
    "West side is held, Alfred. How are you faring?" 
 
    Alfred gestured his ahead at the dismembered corpses around him.  
 
    "Doing my bit. There's no shortage of them." 
 
    Deena wiped the blood from her cheek with the back of a hand.  
 
    "Good. I'm still hungry." 
 
    Alfred looked past Deena and saw a small contingent of monks backed into an alcove and fighting off an onslaught of blackguards. The monks had clubs and staves and they battled, but they were no match for steel and armour. In the midst of them, Malcolm Bluheart stood, holding out a stave. Behind him was a young male Ragle, no more than ten years old. The boy was terrified and wrapped his developing wings around himself for protection.  
 
    Alfred heard Bluheart cry out. 
 
    "He's just a child! What sort of men are you under those masks?" 
 
    Alfred saw the courage of the monks, willing to stand against armoured men to save a young boy not even of their kind. He raised his hammer and prepared to lunge. 
 
    One blackguard thrust his sword between the ranks and it dug an inch into Bluheart's shoulder. The old monk cried out and his legs gave a little beneath him, but his brothers held him up.  
 
    Alfred leapt across the heads of those skirmishing in the hall. He landed behind the huddle of blackguards and took two of their heads off with a clean hammer blow. The rest turned in time to recognize their death. Alfred swung sword and hammer like an explorer hacking through high grass. Bodies flew left and right, smashing into walls with the crack of shattering armour.  
 
    Alfred reached out and held Bluheart up. The old abbot shook his head.  
 
    "Damn fool old man, trying to fight them myself. Couldn't let them kill the boy. I'm all right, it's not deep." 
 
    Alfred looked at the exposed skin where his robes had torn. The wound beneath was shallow but ragged.  
 
    "No but it will get infected." 
 
    Alfred looked to the monks around Bluheart.  
 
    "Hold him still."  
 
    The monks gave Bluheart a wary look, seeking permission. The old man sighed and nodded.  
 
    "Go on. But don't expect me to take it well." 
 
    Alfred sheathed his sword and held up an armoured hand, fingers splayed. The gauntlet began to glow with heat and golden light. Once the young monks had secured Bluheart, Alfred pressed his hand to Bluheart's shoulder. The flesh seared and hissed as the wound was cauterized and cleansed. Bluheart gritted his teeth and groaned. His body stiffened and went limp. Alfred removed the gauntlet from his flesh and it cooled. He helped Bluheart stay on his feet. The old monk was red faced and breathing hard, but he brushed the other monks away and stood right.  
 
    The little Ragle boy reached out a hand replete with tiny black talons.  
 
    "Are you alright father Bluheart?" 
 
    Bluheart gave him a strained smile.  
 
    "I'll live. Rallik. Are you hurt?" 
 
    The boy shook his feathered head. Bluheart reached out with a grimace and held him close. He turned his head to Alfred. There were tears in his eyes.  
 
    "This is the hate we've been trying to protect them from for years, Alfred. But there's no more hiding. Ironghast is no longer the refuge it was. " 
 
    Alfred turned as a blackguard thrust a sword at his chest. He parried the blade with his hammer and grabbed the soldier around the neck with his other hand. In a swift twist he snapped the man's neck and threw him away.  
 
    Alfred turned back to Bluheart.  
 
    "We've hid long enough. We break the Witchfinders here today. Then we go after the King. " 
 
    Bluheart's brow furrowed.  
 
    "It's strange, Alfred, they sent so many Witchfinders. There are just a few attached to a battalion, to lead and to deal with sorcery. It's like they are after something else." 
 
    Alfred looked inwards for a moment and realized.  
 
    "The Libram. Not just come to kill us. Come to get Angall's Prayerbook." 
 
    Bluheart grabbed Alfred by the arm.  
 
    "You have to go. Deena and Manzak will protect us here. You have to save the Libram." 
 
    Alfred looked around. The fighting was happening in every corner of the hall. Monks and those with the Magus fighting hard with blackguard, Witchfinder and hatchetman. Through it all, Deena and Manzak moved like living light, and none stood before them. Alfred made a decision.  
 
    "Alright. But I'll need help from someone." 
 
      
 
    In a high tower of Ironghast, the five most adept Witchfinders stood in the altar room. Their green hoods were drawn up and their hands drew signs in the air before them. Cold light danced around their fingers and low murmuring echoed in the chamber. Before them was a bubble of golden light containing a marble pedestal. Resting atop it was an open book. A book each of them knew was a threat to their lord.  
 
    Cold sparks danced off the golden bubble of light, crackling into the air around them. One frustrated Witchfinder threw back his hood and cursed.  
 
    "You're not concentrating, bunch of useless cripples. Work harder." 
 
    Another drew back his hood, his mouth twisted in scorn. A fine pattern of scars had been etched on his face.  
 
    "I don't see you breaking any wards, brother!" 
 
    The leader's eyes narrowed and a hand reached down for the razor at his belt. The other did the same. 
 
    "Go on, Malchus. I'll cut you from balls to gizzard before you can scream." 
 
    Behind them came a clear voice like ice water.  
 
    "If you want to cut out a Magus Heart, don't waste your time on those shriveled things in your bodies." 
 
    The five Witchfinders broke their sorcerous assault on the protection ward and turned. Alfred stood in the corridor outside the shrine room. His hammerhead rested on the floor by his side. The cultists forgot about their heist for a moment and drew their weapons. The leader, Malchus, raised a judgmental brow.  
 
    "I didn't think there was any of your kind left. This place is like a museum of things should have died out long ago. So many jobs to finish here tonight." 
 
    Alfred glanced behind the gathered Witchfinders. The Libram was open and glowing on its pedestal. The ward of holy light surrounding it still intact. He didn't know how long it would take these dark wizards to break through as a group, but they would get there soon enough.  
 
    "If you want a Magus Heart you can take home to your Sorrow master as a delicacy, I have one here. Full to the brim with Angall's light. It would nourish him for weeks. All you have to do is come over here and cut it out of me." 
 
    The Witchfinder Malchus smiled. His teeth had been filed to sharp points.  
 
    "Oh we'll getting it out of you. Don't think armour will protect you." 
 
    Alfred smiled back. His eyes filled with a soft golden light.  
 
    "It's not there to protect me." 
 
    The Witchfinders moved forward as a unit. Three of them drew on the power of their Magus, using Ossomancy to snap Alfred's bones. The other two moved their razors through the air in a dance, staring at Alfred's face and throat.  As they moved in to attack, the Witchfinders noticed something shifting in the shadows behind the young knight.  
 
    A pair of amber eyes flicked open in the dark, the pupils slits. When the Manticore stepped out in to the light, Malchus gasped. The flame-red mane was thick and framed a face as intelligent as it was lethal. Silver barbs peppered the red mane and a scorpion tail curled up over its head. The creature smiled.  
 
    "If you think this little man is rare, you're going to be enamored by me." 
 
    The Witchfinder Malchus stopped in his tracks and assessed the creature. His wariness turned to hate and he raised his blade.  
 
    "You'll be the main course for our lord's table." 
 
    The Manticore tensed and a shiver ran through him. A sudden volley of metallic spines erupted from his fur. They impaled the Witchfinders through torso, limbs and face like fine slivers of glass. Most of them did not even have time to scream. They just fell and lay twitching as their nerves died.  
 
    The Manticore leaned in and spoke in Alfred's ear.  
 
    "There you go little paladin. Your book is safe." 
 
    Alfred walked forward and strode through the protective ward unharmed. He ran a gauntlet across the open pages.  
 
    "Yes. But the most important page is still missing." 
 
    The Manticore gave a haughty flick of its head and turned back to the corridor.  
 
    "Invar does not fail in his missions outside the monastery. He is a determined old dog when he needs to be." 
 
    Alfred nodded and tried to conceal his concern. 
 
    "I know. You have known him a lot longer than I have." 
 
    The Manticore smiled and padded along the corridor towards the ongoing sounds of battle.  
 
    "Shall we rout the last of these fools from Ironghast, and send their corpses back to the king?" 
 
    Alfred felt the flickering fire within him again. The one lusting for battle and retribution. He picked up his hammer and rested it over his shoulder.  
 
    "Yes. Let's kill any who don't have the sense to run." 
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    Invar's courser snapped twigs and branches as it cut through night-time woods. Foam gathered at its mouth and the knight could hear the labor of its breath. He gritted his teeth and spurred it on. The iron hooves clattered over broken stones and ditches, twisting and lurching. Invar feared at any moment the horse would go over on a leg and send him and Middigan flying into a tree trunk head first.  
 
    He could feel the heat and smell the stench of the horse, but he could not risk slowing down. The beast's heart may burst but Invar had to push it to the last beat.  
 
    The pack of hunting vermin was close behind. They leapt from tree to tree, black claws digging into the dry wood. Their chittering was frenzied now, desperate hunger for flesh and magic. The page of the libram had driven them to madness. The millennia-old addiction suffered by all offspring of the Sorrow was all-consuming. To their joyless eyes, the torn relic left a trail of light, golden motes teasing their hunger laid a path before them. In each of their hearts a terrible pang of pain squeezed tight. Their lives were suffering and it was never more acute than in the presence of sorcery. They feared the holy light and craved it in equal measure.  
 
    Invar twisted his head and saw on top of the hill, sat one huge diseased rat. Unlike its brethren, it was bleached white with searching pink eyes. On its back sat something ancient and horrible in the stolen shape of a child. The Daughter of Sorrow sat motionless on the creature. Her black hair blew in the wind, showing a face pale as milk with dead black eyes.  
 
    She had pursued them from the broken walls of Crowburgh with the few remaining warped vermin. Never tiring or losing their scent for a minute. They were relentless.  
 
    Invar turned back just in time to see the thick branch looming before his face. He drew his sword and hacked through the brittle wood as they passed through, sending splinters up all around. Behind Invar, Middigan flattened his face against the paladin's armour. He called out. 
 
    "They are close behind, milord. Her rats are faster than us! How much further to the Bleaks?" 
 
    Invar was losing his bearings. He had ridden through the Toomwood many times, but now it was just a cluster of spidery grey branches stretching in all directions. He rode past a dilapidated trapper's hut, its roof collapsed and walls covered in moss.  
 
    "I recognize the cabin from my journey here. We are almost at the edge of the Bleaks." 
 
    Middigan turned his head and winced at the black shapes closing in on them. They were bigger than mastiffs and faster than the horse.  
 
    "But on flat ground, will they not outrun us?" 
 
    Invar felt the poison rage in his veins. His head was spinning and his vision blurred. He felt himself slide in the saddle and only Middigan's hand stopped Invar falling from the horse.  
 
    "Milord, are you alright?" 
 
    Invar shook his head clear and hacked his sword through another branch in their way.  
 
    "Aye, I'm fine, Middigan. Just old and impatient." 
 
    Invar's hand was swollen and blackened. The blood vessels protruded like dark worms, delivering venom around his body. With each heartbeat he could hear the mind of the Sorrow calling to him, begging him to give up and rest. To let the change happen and allow himself to merge with the swarm. Only the fading holy light within resisted. Invar spat blood and called behind to the ratcatcher.  
 
    "When you travel through the Bleaks, the first thing you learn is there is no firewood to speak of. Those in the know ride through the Toomwood first, gathering as much as they can. It's the driest most brittle wood in the realm, a cinder away from an inferno. The last thing you want in these woods, Middigan, is a naked flame." 
 
    Middigan's face contorted into worry, as he knew what was coming. 
 
    "Milord, we cannot ride through here as it is, we will trap ourselves and burn to death." 
 
    Invar focused his feverish mind, gathering the remains of his blessing within his chest. He felt the heat behind his ribs. It was nothing like the power of Angall's Whisper, but it was enough. Behind his courser, the warped vermin were leaping closer. Thick black drool dripped from their lips in anticipation of a feast of blood and magic.  
 
    Invar raised his sword high and it burst into blue flame.  
 
    He skiffed the arid branches as he passed and they kindled with a crackle. As the horse bolted through the woods, they left a trail of flickering fire licking along the pale branches. Even Invar was amazed at how fast the blaze spread. He turned the horse to cut a path through the spreading forest fire.  
 
    Behind them, one of the vermin leapt at the horse. Its fur skimmed a flaming branch and in moments it ignited. The creature screeched as it was engulfed in flame. It still clawed for the horse even as its face was burning, but it fell short and the body curled up in a fiery ball on dry leaves.  
 
    The pale dry branches crackled into life all around. It took all Invar's skill with a horse to weave between the trees in the dark. Now he had to negotiate the flames.  
 
    The vermin were easier to spot against the fire. Their squat dark bodies smoked as they leapt between the trunks and flitted through the branches overhead. Invar heard Middigan shout out. 
 
    "Milord, to our right!" 
 
    Invar twisted in the saddle and saw a bloated hunting rat lunge at them from a low hanging branch. The horse panicked and lurched around. Invar kept his sword high and slashed behind him as the beast's claws dug into the horseflesh. The courser bucked and whinnied in its fright. Middigan struck the monster with his fists, avoiding the snapping jaws.  
 
    With a cry Invar shifted in the saddle and brought an armoured elbow back into the creature's face. It squealed and ducked back. Seizing the moment, Invar swung his sword down and hacked into the filthy fur of the rat's neck. A gush of black blood pumped forth and the heavy creature fell into the carpet of dry leaves below.  
 
    Invar looked up and saw several more of the beasts scurrying through the forest floor with singed fur and furious eyes. Behind them, the Daughter of Sorrow rode her albino rat, guiding it between the burning trees. Middigan gripped Invar's armour tight. 
 
    "They are almost on us." 
 
    Invar turned the horse and spurred it onwards.  
 
    Through the kindling branches, Invar could see the end of the Toomwood ahead. Beyond it was the vast expansive wasteland was the Bleaks. The granite desert stuck with black glass spires stretched out beneath the stars.  
 
    "Middigan, hang on, we are almost at the wood's edge." 
 
    Invar watched as the shouldering trees thinned. He saw a glimpse of the vast vault of stars wheeled above them. His throat burned from inhaled smoke and his eyes smarted with tears.  
 
    He spurred the failing horse on. The skin of his exposed face blistered as crisping red leaves whipped past. 
 
    He almost made it to the edge.  
 
    Invar never knew if it was a bolas thrown by the Daughter of Sorrow or a hunting rat's sinewy limbs got entangled in the legs of his courser. Either way, it was enough to send horse and riders tumbling through the air. For a moment, all sense of right way up was lost, and Invar saw stars and dry leaves wheeling before him in rapid cycles.  
 
    He crashed into the earth and all air was lost from his lungs. His armour shuddered. A deep ringing sounded inside his skull. He saw Middigan twist into his true form, clawed hands outstretched, and scurry up a burning tree.  
 
    Invar was not sure how long he lay there on the brittle bed of red leaves. He tried to rise several times but each time collapsed back on the ground. Casting his eyes down, he saw his sword close to him. He stretched out his arm and his fingers brushed the hilt. It was not until he heard the scratching and sniffing at the clearing's edge he began to reach more. The voice calling out to him did not match the child's frame.  
 
    "Is there anything as tragic looking as an old paladin, Lord Ironbound? The armor holding in the gut, the impotent light sputtering against the dark." 
 
    Invar managed to roll over on his knees but could go no further. He picked up his sword and dug the blade into the earth, using it for support. He curled his lip and spat blood on the leaves and looked up at the Daughter of Sorrow.  
 
    "The problem with you bastards is you just can't stop talking. A thousand years of listening to your bluster, I'm about ready to die." 
 
    The pale child dismounted her white rat and walked forward into the clearing, her hands outstretched.  
 
    "But it does not have to be way for you, old man. I cannot see much more of the light of Angall left inside you. All used up. Blood you spit is as black as mine. We're inside you now. I know you can feel the change. You pretend it is not appealing to give in, but it is. To be part of something bigger than yourself. Something that understands so many secrets of the universe. Not like your untrusting god. With his riddles and secrets he is unwilling to share with you. Give yourself over to us and the Sorrow will divulge answers to questions you have never even thought to ask. All you have to do is let go. Stop fighting it. It's not poison in your veins. It's nourishment." 
 
    Invar laughed and his throat was thick with blood.  
 
    "Come to free me from the chains of life, little one? Hah. You're not liberated, you diseased wretch. You're slaves, all of you. Feverish and desperate addicts with no thought in your mind but the next taste of sorcery on your lips. I know what you want." 
 
    Invar reached into his robes and produced the torn page of Angall's Libram. The vellum glowed when he brought it out, illuminating his face in golden light.  
 
    "You want this. It's all you can think about." 
 
    The child took an involuntary step forward at the sight of the page and drew in a sharp little breath. The old crone's voice wavering as she spoke.  
 
    "You cannot give it to the boy. Do you know what prayer can do? What it can do to us? It killed so many of us before. You cannot stop the change happening inside you, paladin. If you give it to one who can use it, it will be the end of you too." 
 
    Invar gave the creature a smile. He felt a series of sharp spasms inside his body. The shadow gathering in his mind was looming over all now. He knew it was the mind of the swarm, just waiting for him to give in. With a grunt of effort Invar struggled to his feet using the sword for support. He faced off against the girl as the rats gathered at the edge of the clearing. In a bloodied hand Invar held up the libram page.  
 
    "This is a Prayer of Light and Venom. Alas, I cannot speak its tongue. But I know one who can. And he will purge your filth from the world once I hand this to him. If you want to stop me, and you want to consume the magic within this, you'd better step forward." 
 
    He slid the page back under his robes.  
 
    The girl grimaced and her eyes shone with hate. She flicked her head and two of the hunting rats leapt into the clearing. They were still wary of the fire all around so circled Invar with bared teeth. The paladin steadied himself and raised his sword.  
 
    The first rat bounded fast and threw itself into Invar's breastplate. The weight knocked him back and he thudded into a smoldering tree trunk. He almost lost his feet and went down but righted himself at the last moment and impaled the rat in its soft underbelly. The creature gurgled and spat as it tried to fight its way up the blade but its struggle weakened as it reached the cross guard. The body slid off on the leaves just as the other rat clamp its jaws on his pauldron. He could smell its rancid breath and see the black drool slither down his armour but the teeth could not puncture steel. Invar brought his sword up between the creature's ribs and twisted until it jerked and fell limp to the ground.  
 
    The paladin stood leaning against the tree, breathing hard. To his surprise, his horse trotted into the glade, whinnying and frothing. It had cuts and its body was singed, but the legs looked intact. The beast moved confused around the clearing, shying from the burning branches.  
 
    Invar knew he was past any kind of fighting. His strength was fading fast and the monstrous child was right. He could feel the Sorrow calling to him in the dark places of his mind. His only hope was to get across the Bleaks to Ironghast and give the prayer to Alfred. In a desperate move, he lunged for the swinging reins and steadied the courser. It pulled against him for a moment but after a few whispered words it calmed down and drew close.  
 
    "Here, boy. Calm now. I need your help one last time." 
 
    As the demonic child strode closer, Invar braced his bruised and broken torso and swung up on the horse with a grunt of pain.  For a moment he felt he had over reached and would topple back to the ground, but the horse shifted under him and he grasped the reins tight. He spurred the burned flanks of the horse and with a snort it took off towards the edge of the woods.  
 
    Don't look back, just keep riding.  
 
    Invar spared a thought for Middigan and scanned the burning clearing for him but could not see the warped man anywhere. He prayed the rat catcher had run into the dark as fast as he could. The Sorrow cared nothing for his fate and would not pursue him while Invar still had the Libram page.  The horse ran towards the tree line, smoke and flame crackling in the dry branches all around. Invar could see the stars in a clear sky ahead.  
 
    "Come on lad get me to Ironghast, I'll show you the way." 
 
    Invar did not feel pain as the spear erupted through his breastplate. It only felt cold. He looked down in curiosity at the black spike sprouted from his shoulder like a giant insect part. His left side went numb and he slid backwards from the saddle.  
 
    Somehow Invar twisted as he fell and landed on his knees. He lurched forward as his strength failed but the iron spike dug into the earth and stopped him. He was caught, pinned and staring at the pale bare feet in front of him. The child spoke in its old voice.  
 
    "It's amazing how something as banal and simplistic as a man can become warped into a work of art. You look beautiful like this, paladin." 
 
    Invar strained his neck and looked up at the ancient being, possessing the body of a long-dead child. He felt the blood running from him and out down the black metal spike into the ground. His breath was rasping and labored.  
 
    "To think...our fool king...thought you were his daughter." 
 
    The child crouched down before Invar and smiled with blue lips.  
 
    "Once you find out what someone loves, and show it can be taken away with a snap of the fingers, you would not believe how much they will blind themselves to the truth. Compromise morals. Lie every day. The King was the easiest fool who ever danced for us." 
 
    Invar brought up his sword and thrust it at the child's throat.  
 
    The Daughter of Sorrow gripped the blade in a pale hand and held it fast. The mocking smile stayed upon her dark lips.  
 
    "You do not know when you have lost, do you, grandfather?" 
 
    Invar smiled as blood dripped from his chin.  He thought of a cave long ago.  
 
    A boy running down a long tunnel towards a light. In his hands he held an obsidian egg, clutched tight to his chest. He had seen his first battle, his first taste of death. His master gave him a map, a letter and a burden he could never set down. The light was getting closer. Soon he would be free of the stifling caverns stank of blood and violence. He would be a lone young man out in the world. With a far horizon before him and a Manticore egg in his bag. The egg of the last Manticore in the world. His to protect. Until another came to pass the burden on. For fifty years he would gather the lost and the warped to him and guide them to Ironghast. It had left him exhausted.  
 
    The child placed a clawed hand under his chin and raised his head to look at her. Her eyes were black as soot and yet they smiled.  
 
    "Last light, old man." 
 
    Invar's vision was blurring, but he saw the golden glow in the branches behind the girl. He coughed and cleared his throat of blood. 
 
    "Let us enjoy the sunset together." 
 
    Middigan leapt from the overhanging branch with the bottle of holy water in his hands. With a cry he smashed it over the head of the Daughter of Sorrow, drenching her black hair and skin. She began to blister and smoke. Her black eyes opened wide in shock as the glowing water dissolved her unnatural flesh. She staggered back, swiping at the air and a scream issued from her hurt Invar's ears. As her eyes began to melt down her pale cheeks, she turned and leapt off into the dark woods faster than the eye could follow.  
 
    Invar felt his head nod, and Middigan was by his side supporting him from sliding further down the black iron spear.  
 
    "I told you before, Milord, you're too heavy for me to carry. But you seem insistent." 
 
    With a groan Invar hauled himself off the spike and they both collapsed on the red leaves. The smoke from burning trees gathered just above their heads.  
 
    For a brief moment Invar thought he had died, because he could feel nothing anymore. Not cold, pain or fire. He felt Middigan strain as he hoisted them both up to a sitting position against a tree trunk. Invar sat breathing hard and bleeding on his armour.  
 
    "Middigan...the horse?" 
 
    The ratcatcher gave a small exhausted laugh.  
 
    "Beast is braver than all of us. He's just standing over there snuffling in some leaves. I think he is waiting for us to get up, Milord." 
 
    Invar coughed and flexed out his ruined shoulder.  
 
    "And...can we?" 
 
    Middigan groaned and struggled to his feet. Invar noticed that half the hair on one side of his head was burned off.  
 
    "Well if it's a choice between walking to Ironghast and staying to burn to a crisp in these woods, lead on, Milord." 
 
    Invar reached out a hand and the little ratcatcher pulled him up to his feet. He staggered over to the courser and grasped the reins. He mouthed a silent prayer to Angall and turned to his companion. In truth Invar had no idea how he was still alive, but he knew he was breathing borrowed air.  
 
    "You're braver than many armoured men I've met, Middigan Smythe. I don't know if they make armour your size, but if they do, you earned it and I'll see it smithied." 
 
    Middigan took a deep breath of smoky air and coughed. The two broken men walked out of the woods leading the horse, and stood at the edge of the Bleaks.  Somewhere out in the dark was Ironghast monastery. Middigan glanced at Invar and smiled.  
 
    "Bloody armour hasn't done you much good, has it?" 
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    Oligan stood on his high balcony overlooking the city.  
 
    Monolith was a place in turmoil. Those living closest to the strangeness in the centre of the city were always those hardest to sell the illusion to. But a culture of fear and paranoia helped. The Witchfinders were an ever present threat in Monolith, their grand temple stood in Rathratta Square, between the King's bank and the merchant's hall. It stood right in front of the commemorative fountain that first gushed forth forty years ago. A fountain where a marble figure of a young Oligan stood with sword held high and a severed Manticore head gripped tight in his other hand. A celebration of the incomplete purges he thought would be his legacy. 
 
    Now as he looked upon the city his true legacy dawned on him.  
 
    The brotherhood of vicissitude had been scouring the world for years, stockpiling every relic and buried egg they could find. Like the ones from Deena's village and a hundred more. Now they had a nascent army, ready to be dispatched wherever it was needed. Perhaps to areas of Vassonia where resistance was strongest. Perhaps even across the sea to establish a foothold of the new Empire of Sorrow. Most of the eggs were being loaded and stored aboard Oligan's flagship dreadnought, The Inquisitor.  
 
    Despite the warding spells ingrained in the ships and buildings of the harbour, one of the Sorrowbeasts had hatched and fought its way off his royal dreadnought, killing five blackguards in the process.  
 
    It had been seen by many of the longshoremen who loaded and unloaded ships in the docks. It had eaten the shift foreman as he tried to beat it back with flaming torch. Oligan's blackguard had arrested and imprisoned many of the stevedores who had been witnesses. They now languished in the city dungeons being re-educated. But word had spread fast and it was impossible to cover up.  
 
    The stevedores had picketed the docks, refusing to work, as ships crowded the harbour laden with goods from all across the realm and beyond. There had been conflict with the blackguards, several men had been beaten to death. A warehouse in the harbour area had gone up in flames and the blackened timbers still smoked and glowed as night fell.  
 
    Not the worst of it.  
 
    A child, some son of a middling baker, had been out playing on the western wall as night fell. Why a child would be allowed out at such times was beyond Oligan, but he never could fathom the common folk.  
 
    The Sorrowbeast had taken him, dragging his ragged corpse through the cobbled streets to find some safe place to consume the lad. More witnesses, dealt with, more vigilante groups patrolling the streets hunting the creature.  
 
    The Witchfinders tried to spread disinformation, citing this as yet another reason why magic must be suppressed and routed, blaming it as an attack by a secret cabal who still carried the Magus Heart within them. The campaign had failed, however. People cannot be fooled forever, not even uneducated commoners.  
 
    A curfew had been ordered and the blackguard enforced it. Many were too terrified to leave their homes at night. But a few brave souls who did vanished without a trace. The citizenry did not know if it was the demon got them or the blackguards.  
 
    Oligan was not sure himself. He still heard the distant clash of steel and angry shouts from far below. He rested his hands on the balcony wall and leaned out. Looking down, the black waters of the inlet crashed against the foundations of the tower. The water was cold and treacherous, just like the king. It looked inviting to Oligan as he watched the rhythmic waves, deep and dark and forgetful. The sea did not care what he had done. It would swallow him up and suck his bones to the bed where he could sleep.  
 
    He had maintained the mask for decades, but now it was fraying at the edges. The rot beneath was showing.  
 
    He saw the folly of his alliance with the Green King. It had no idea how to build, maintain and rule. It was cosmic leech, a parasite draining worlds of all deep magic and sleeping in the ashes.  
 
    How could I think there could be a place for me in all this? 
 
    He felt his arms start to burn from supporting himself, but he did not fight it when they began to shake. He leaned forward a little more, towards the cold dark ocean far below. It could all be over in moments. He heard a voice behind him. A ravaged and dry version of a voice he used to love.  
 
    "Oligan, why do you insist on wearing a mask? There is no need to hide anymore." 
 
    Oligan turned to see the sickly remains of his wife. Her body animated by black blood and a burrowing intelligence. He reached behind his head and loosened the leather strap, letting the mask clang on the tiles. He gazed on Cassandra with his ruined face and hopeless eyes.  
 
    "Can you hear what is going on in the city below?" 
 
    "Yes darling, it's the music of change. Transformation is always a vexing process, but all will be made right. We don't need to keep up the pantomime with those little people anymore." 
 
    “You're right. What is the point of us wearing masks? The secret is out. Everyone will know my rule is built on a lie. On an alliance with monsters and demons. They should see my true face for what it is. For the vile thing it is." 
 
    "A beautiful thing. Ruined and interesting. A face borne a burden. A King's face." 
 
    "I am no King, Cassandra. I have not been King since you fell into your long sleep. And you never woke up, did you? Only someone looks like you did. Your Green King is the only true ruler here now." 
 
    "He is your king too, Oligan. And he looks after those loyal to him." 
 
    "Loyal! Cassandra, I am a traitor and he knows it. I pushed Merrick Clay into the reliquary, thinking it would kill him. Perhaps kill them both. But what did it do instead? It gave the Green King a human body to sustain him. Perhaps the only vessel capable. Once again, my best intentions have the worst consequences." 
 
    A voice filled with mocking charm sailed in on the breeze.  
 
    "You did what you were supposed to do, Oligan. You did a beautiful thing." 
 
    Oligan froze.  
 
    The Green King strode into the room. It was still the Witchfinder Merrick Clay's body approaching them, but the ancient creature inside had taken the thin and crooked frame and given it purpose and power. He walked tall and straight now, like a dancer. The limbs were thin, the chest hollow. Yet now they were garbed in green leather and flowing black silk. Open at the pale chest and exuding a sensuality and confidence the old Witchfinder never possessed. Merrick Clay had been a masochist purged himself of all desire and pleasure. Torturing himself to gain his magic, born of pain. This new creature looked as starving a Merrick ever had, but now with a lust and hunger to eat the world.  
 
    And eat it he would.  
 
    Oligan still did not understand the process. The eye that opened within the green mist of the reliquary had been as large as his skull. He had not full glimpsed the creature within, but it was nothing that could fit inside a human body. Yet the next morning, after he had murdered the Witchfinder by pushing him into the vat, there was nothing but a few discolored bones at the bottom. Like sediment in evaporated wine.  
 
    Oligan had once seen a snake devour a baby goat, inch by inch, until the poor beast was bulging within the serpent's body, its tiny features frozen in a last gasp visible through the skin. Oligan imagined it had been some dark variation, but this time it was the snake forcing its way into the screaming maw of the little goat. Somehow finding space where there should be none.  
 
    Was Merrick Clay alive while this offense happened? Did he open his mouth?  
 
    Oligan imagined the twisted Witchfinder had done. The ultimate self-torture for the ultimate magical reward. Communion with a god. Oligan sank to one knee and bowed his head. He awaited the blade.  
 
    "If I have pleased you, your majesty, I am grateful. I throw myself at your mercy." 
 
    The Green King walked up close and placed a spidery hand on Oligan's scalp. Oligan shivered.  
 
    "You do not need to kneel Oligan. After all you have done for us. You and your family can enjoy your rewards." 
 
    Oligan glanced upwards, but the Green King held his head firm. 
 
    "Rewards?" 
 
    The Green King swept his other hand through the air towards the balcony.  
 
    "Look at all I have given you? Your family, your beloved wife and girls, brought back from the brink of death to stand by their king forever. I have extended your life and your rule longer than any other monarch in the history of these lands. I have purged the threat of magic gnawing at your kingdom in the dark. I have brought you order and rule of law. And now you can watch your kingdom burn all around you as far as the horizon. All dissent now cinders. And we will feed on everything we can find. You are a king of ashes, Oligan Rathratta. But still a king. I have done everything you asked of me. I have never lied to you. You have exhausted me with your demands across the years. Now I must rest and think only of appetite. Is there any last thing I can do for you before I go?" 
 
    Oligan felt his shoulders spasm as he fought back the tears of despair. The long fingers dug into his scalp, drawing blood. He glanced aside and saw his wife smiling down at him, her dead eyes filled with pride. Oligan found his voice. 
 
    "Kill me. Let me die and let me take the remains of my family with me. You only keep me alive to torture me. To see my regret burn me daily." 
 
    The Green King released Oligan's head. 
 
    "Stand, Oligan Rathratta." 
 
    Oligan stood, his old back complaining and his knees cracking. He stood before the Green King, only inches from his face, but he could not raise his eyes and look the demon in the face.  
 
    "I will not kill you when you ask. I will kill you when you wake on a morning and for a few moments have forgotten the world you helped to build. Or in reverie of a memory of how your family once was, remembering the love. It gives me nothing to kill you when you despair or desire it. Only in the rare moments you are glad to be alive will I pluck it from you." 
 
    Oligan looked up and met the creature's green eyes. He saw thousands of years in those dark pupils, like staring down long tunnels into the past. He had been so fooled. To think such a thing would strike a bargain with him.  
 
    "How do the gods tolerate your existence?" 
 
    The Green King smiled.  
 
    "I'm the only pure thing they ever created. A hunger, an addict, a bottomless belly rumbling for magic. They didn't know what to do with something so singular of purpose. So they tried to snuff us out. The real crime? To kill a child for behaving the way you made it." 
 
    Oligan knew he was the most damned man in the world. And being so condemned can be liberating. He could say as he pleased. What more could they do to him? Madness was on its way.  
 
    "You're not the only pure thing the gods created. They forged other things long been buried beneath the earth. And they hid blessings in the bloodlines of some with the ken to find them. You sent your best troops to kill them, Plaguelord, and you failed. I have heard these ascended paladins have killed more than half of your Witchfinders. A third of my blackguard. They have one purpose too. Retribution. To cleanse the disease of Sorrow from every corner of the world. No matter which sewer it hides in. Or which throne room. They are coming for you, your majesty. And they are coming for me." 
 
    For a moment it seemed as if the Green King would strike Oligan. The reptilian eyes became pinpoints fixated on him. A shiver of tension ran through the bony frame. He shrugged and turned away, flicking a hand in the air. He walked to a marble table where a decanter and glasses sat. He poured himself a glass of wine. When he turned his head to Oligan, the expression was benign.  
 
    "I know they are. There's no more than a handful. Shadows of what those things once were. They were glorious angels in their day, burning with the light of Angall. You have no idea the pain light like that causes us. It is a screaming light. He poured it into those angels of his, and how he loved them. How he loved to watch them swoop over us as we crawled for darkness. Hear our screams as we crisped. He is one of my many fathers too, you know. Lord Angall. A pompous, judgmental, self-righteous puritan. The very worst of my creators. A zealot who wanted to burn me the instant I was born. You know what it is to be burned, don't you Oligan? To have venom strip the skin from your bones." 
 
    Oligan had never forgotten the sensation. The Manticore pup's venom was like lava cast across his face. His cheekbone was exposed in moments, a white island erupting from a boiling sea of flesh. Many nights he still felt phantom pain in his scarred face, waking him from sleep.  
 
    "I do.” 
 
    A small girl appeared in the archway to his rooms. For a moment Oligan's heart leaped. In a  moment his eyes refused to see the grey mottled skin or the black eyes. He only saw his lost daughter Elena. Love and loss wrestled with revulsion and fear. She had been gone for weeks. She had awoken from her long sleep when the Green King had sent her out on a little horse to scour the lands. Oligan did not know what for. He was not privy to the secret missions of the Sorrow. Why should he be? So he watched in anguish as his little girl rode out the city gates and into the wild.  
 
    Now she had returned, and she had something in her hands. An old lacquered box painted a deep oxblood.  
 
    "Father." 
 
    Oligan's arms reached out to embrace his daughter, but she did not run to him. She stepped closer to the Green King instead. She knelt and held the box out before her, a tribute to her true lord.  The King reached out and took the box, walking across and laying it on a side table. He unlocked the lid and drew back a velvet cloth. He cocked his head and ran his fingers across something inside.  
 
    He beckoned Oligan and Cassandra across.  
 
    "Your beautiful daughter has been travelling afar all this time. Searching for gifts for me. And I am so proud of what she brought back. You will be too." 
 
    Oligan kept staring at his daughter. She paid him no heed. He did not know where his other daughter Aspen was. The Green King had sent her off to Crowburgh with a message and she had not returned. Oligan hated himself that he hoped she was dead. Killed in the wilds by some forgotten beast.  
 
    Oligan walked across to see what his dead daughter had brought the Green King.  
 
    The demon turned and held up both hands. In one was a black arrowhead, notched and bent and caked in dirt. In the other a spearhead, with a few inches of broken shaft still attached. They both look very old and somehow cruel in design. Oligan shrugged.  
 
    "What are you going to do with those? We have an armory. We don't need to dig up old relics." 
 
    The Green King twirled the arrowhead between his fingers. He sat down on a low sofa replete with cushions and studied the pointed little object in fascination.  
 
    "My kind lost the great war, around eleven hundred years ago. We were so sure we would win. Humanity was terrified of us, almost too terrified to fight. They did not realize we were able to offer them a different kind of life. Where their selfish goals did not matter. Where they would never be alone anymore. They would be part of something bigger, something unified. Your wife and daughters, they understand. But in the first few months of their long sleep, when I squirmed into them through dreams, even they rebelled and tried to struggle free. Other's like the Brothers of Vicissitude worshipped us as gods and offered themselves as vessels from the outset. But we didn't expect the resistance we got from some. The gods intervened and used this world as the battleground to eradicate us. I don't know what it was about this place they loved so much. The variety perhaps? The myriad variations of conscious life the deep magic here had warped and shaped. From a god's perspective, this world is an artist's paradise, a place of strange and wonderful creation. To us, from the same vantage point, this world is a banquet table, laden with every exotic delicacy we could imagine. Differing viewpoint on the nature of this place led to the most devastating war any of us could imagine. Great wounds were cut into the earth. Lakes boiled with holy power. Elementals and giants fought amongst tempests sweeping entire cities up before them. It was a grand sight. We engineered new forms from all the spare flesh of this world, mirrored what we saw around us. Or we remade the forms of those who gave themselves. Fire hurt us, as did blessed blades. But nothing ruined us like The Light That Burns. The holy light of Angall stopped our power to reshape. It made us creatures of pale ash, frozen in time and place. We could not hear one another's voices anymore, trapped in our own skulls. Those angels he created, they burned with light from every fiber of their beings. We hated them. They had no fear, no mercy, all they did was kill us. We fought, we ran, the few of us who survived hid beneath the earth and slept. Keeping our thoughts quiet so they could not find us. Speaking to humanity only in dreams. Dreading the day those angels found us." 
 
    The Green King twirled the arrowhead. There was a greenish tint to the metal. He glanced at Oligan.  
 
    "But they were not invulnerable." 
 
    Oligan listened to the waves crashing on the base of the tower far below. He heard a few distant shouts in the city as his blackguard mopped up the last of the protesters. The brazier in the corner crackled as its coals shifted. The moment of silence drew long before the Green King spoke.  
 
    "Their armour is not of this world. Nor are their swords. They were star-forged long ago. The slowiron you mine here is similar, but an impure sullied ore compared to the material they crafted. We thought little could pierce it. Even if we did, nothing seemed to harm their skin. Until we stole a cache of their armour for ourselves. We crafted it, infused it with our own essence. I remember during the siege of one castle, I stood there on the ramparts, my brothers and sisters behind me. Ready for our last stand. The forces of men and gods pounded on the walls, but what terrified us was the assault from the air. Winged angels casting holy light tore us apart. We had only a handful of these arrows, a few spears to speak of. We knew it was not enough to defeat an army. But you have no idea of the jubilation we felt when one of these arrows brought an angel out of the sky. It fell in a ball of flame, smoking feathers streaking out behind it. When it hit the ground it went up in a great thunderclap and left a crater like a tunnel in the earth. Their downfall was they had so much holy power packed into their bodies, if it could be pierced by something strong in sorcery, it would ignite them. I was so proud to stand on the edge of the wall day, watching spirits fall. It was a symbol." 
 
    Oligan stood listening to the king.  
 
    "But you still lost. You lost the war." 
 
    The Green King nodded as he studied the glinting arrowhead. 
 
    "We did. But it was close run thing. And we have been so careful this time. Careful to attack from the inside. And we had your help of course." 
 
    Oligan felt his shoulders sag. He glanced at his wife and daughter. There was no respite from the hell he lived in. Everywhere he looked was a reminder of what he had lost. 
 
    "May I be excused?" 
 
    The Green King seemed to have forgotten him. 
 
    "Hmm? Oh yes of course. Oligan, you can walk the lonely corridors of your palace like a ghost. You have the freedom of the needle. Walk and walk, regret and regret. I'll be here with the bodies of your family, waiting for the end." 
 
    Oligan nodded and walked out into the hall and down the corridor. He did not know where he was going. Somewhere dark and quiet.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    12 
 
      
 
    Alfred knelt with his sword driven into the earth before him.  
 
    He was at the foot of the slope leading up to the gates of Ironghast.  
 
    Behind him was motley bunch of walking wounded. Monks, lords of Vassonia, and a smattering of those blessed or cursed with the Magus Heart. Sitting exhausted on rocks or just lying on the ground. The few shamans amongst them tended to injuries as best they could, but their own pool of magic was spent. Alfred glanced at the exhausted and battered people. They had defended their home, but at what cost?  
 
    Many dead creatures would never grace the world again, slashed and hacked to death up there in the walls of Ironghast. Several young monks died defending them. The few remaining blackguard, Witchfinders and hatchetmen who escaped the losing battle had fled into the Bleaks. Alfred doubted they would have the courage to return to their Sorrow masters and admit failure. They were few, but still dangerous. A threat to any town or village they came across. A problem to be dealt with another day.  
 
    He closed his eyes and felt the winds blow against his face. Now instead of flesh it felt like the bone dust was blowing against marble. How many years could he kneel there like a statue before the particles scoured away his features to leave a smooth white mask, he wondered?  
 
    Alfred whispered beneath his breath.  
 
    "Lord Angall. 
 
    Thank you for giving me the strength to defend these people and this monastery in your name.  
 
    I ask you take the souls of those who have fallen into your care. And for those who worship your brothers and sisters, guide them to their gods.  
 
    Show my master Invar ironbound the way home, let him follow your light. 
 
    And give me the courage to finish what we have started.  
 
    And take this fight to the King." 
 
    A hand rested on Alfred's shoulder. He knew it was Deena because he felt his Magus ignite within him, a warm hearth burning in his chest. His eyes shone as golden coins and the loneliness left him.  
 
    He took off his gauntlet and placed his hand on top of Deena's. The white flesh was hard and cold, but he felt a vibration pass through it into his body. He heard the heavy boots of Manzak stomp up by his side. The armour rattled as he planted his sword in the ground beside Alfred.  
 
    "They came here thinking it would be a massacre. Slitting our throats as we slept the way they did to the paladins years ago. They will have pause before they try again. Should we hunt them down?" 
 
    Alfred stayed on his knee, breathing deep and continuing his prayer.  
 
    "No. We can clear up the mess after Oligan is deposed and the Green King destroyed. Everything stems from that." 
 
    Alfred felt Deena's white fingers intertwine with his own. He felt the golden light in him waken. They both had to concentrate to control the upsurge of magic. It was dangerous to be this close. Her voice carried down to him.  
 
    "They know who we are now, Alfred. We cannot hesitate here for long. The Sorrow will know we are a threat. We have to advance on Monolith now. Finish this." 
 
    Alfred kept his eyes closed and tried to focus his mind as Invar had taught him. But the touch of Deena's skin was filling him with other thoughts. Forbidden thoughts of things that could not be.  
 
    "Even strong as we are, we don't have the strength to defeat a plaguelord on our own. We need the missing page from the Libram. We need Invar." 
 
    Alfred felt Deena's fingers tighten in his own.  
 
    "Alfred." 
 
    Alfred opened his eyes and peered into the granite desert of the Bleaks. Coming towards the monastery were two small black figures on horseback. Still too far away to make out the features but Alfred did not have to. The angelic power within him could recognize the essence of his master Invar.  But something was wrong. Even from afar Alfred could detect the undercurrent of something as they approached. Something corrupt and rotten.  
 
    Alfred stood and grabbed the hilt of his sword.  
 
    "It's Invar. Something's wrong." 
 
    Deena put her hand on her sword. She could sense it too. Alfred stood straight as the two figures cantered into view. Invar's bulky frame was hunched in the saddle as if nodding to sleep. Alfred could smell the poison. He strode forward to help as his mentor came closer. When he was a few metres away, he saw Invar slip from the saddle and land on the ground beside his horse. Alfred rushed forward. 
 
    "Invar!" 
 
    He stopped in his tracks.  
 
    The old paladin's face was a network of bulging blackened veins. His eyes had clouded over like a blind man and his lips were blue. Alfred rushed over and knelt beside him. He supported the old man's head with his hands.  
 
    "Invar what can I do?" 
 
    Invar's eyes scanned the air and settled on Alfred. The cloudy film cleared for a moment and he squinted. His voice was dry and weak.  
 
    "For a moment, I thought I had died. And this was a Valkyrie of Angall come to collect my soul. And I heard your voice, Alfred." 
 
    Invar strained for a small smile. 
 
    "Angall would never send a wretch like you to collect me." 
 
    The ratcatcher Middigan Smythe leaned in and extended a nobbled hand.  
 
    "Your lordship, I am his squire. We have been through dangers and hardship. He is very sick. You must help him." 
 
    Alfred took the little warped man's hand in a light grip, lest he break the bones. He fixed the ratcatcher's watery blue eyes.  
 
    "I don't know you sir. But you got my master here on a road most would fail. You're under our protection now." 
 
    Middigan peered over Alfred's shoulder at the trail of bodies strewn all the way up the path to Ironghast.  
 
    "You people have the habit of giving reassurances in the face of evidence to the contrary." 
 
    Alfred hooked and arm under Invar's shoulder and hoisted him up. Middigan's eyes widened at the ease Alfred showed picking the big man up.  
 
    "Lord Alfred. If you're anything like as brave as your master, I'll take you at your word." 
 
    Alfred and Deena helped get Invar up the winding slope and to the monastery. Father Bluheart met them and together they got the old man to the infirmary. As Alfred walked in he caught the same smell of incense that burned on his arrival. It felt like a lifetime ago. The smell of blood and medicinal herbs beneath. He remembered how Invar had sat by his bedside protecting him as he drifted in and out of consciousness.  
 
    In those days he was not Invar ironbound, last Knight of the Blaze. He was just a cantankerous old drunk with bloodshot eyes called Old Gumm. Alfred moved to lay Invar down on one of the straw beds, but Bluheart motioned him towards a thick oak door.  
 
    "No Alfred. We cannot put him near the others who are receiving treatment. It is not safe." 
 
    "Not safe for whom?" 
 
    Bluheart glanced at Invar's feverish face and the black veins mapping it.  
 
    "He has Mournefever. The rarest of all diseases, caught only from a Plaguelord himself,  or his offspring." 
 
    Middigan padded up behind them, unwilling to leave his new master's side.  
 
    "It was a child hunted us, my lords. But she was no true child. More like a dead thing. Lord Invar called her a Daughter of Sorrow. I set her aflame and she ran. But I do not think I killed her." 
 
    Bluheart raised a brow at the little man. 
 
    "My, you are a surprise. Braver than many a man who would claim to be a knight. You know what you fought likely used to be one of King Oligan's daughters?" 
 
    Middigan gulped and smoothed his wiry hair.  
 
    "Cleared rats out of the mayor's office for years, father. Thought he was the pinnacle of society. Never imagined I'd be meeting true royalty. Never thought it would look like what we saw.” 
 
    Alfred opened the door with his free hand and guided a groaning Invar through. He turned his head to Middigan.  
 
    "She serves only one king now. The Green King. And you were lucky you escaped her." 
 
    Middigan gave a weak smile as he followed them into the room.  
 
    "Yes, since meeting Lord Invar,  just one lucky thing happening after another." 
 
    Alfred smiled despite himself, as he and Deena lay Invar down on a bed. The room was thick walled with only one window in an alcove. A brazier burned low and Bluheart set about lighting candles and sprinkling incense.  
 
    Invar lost consciousness and was breathing slow as they removed his remaining bloodstained armour. Soon he lay on his back in only short breeches. The wound through his shoulder was yellow and festering. It reeked of poison and the skin around was inflamed. But most shocking was his arm. The wrist and hand had inflamed to bursting point. Two black puncture wounds made by the Sorrow-warped rat sat on his forearm. Black thread veins spread out from them and towards his shoulder. He still had the thick muscled body of a wrestler and silver hair furred his chest, but he was covered in bruises, cuts and scrapes. Alfred turned to Deena.  
 
    She knelt and dabbed a cool damp cloth on the old man's forehead. Father Bluheart made a poultice from a mixture of herbs and ground dried magus grubs. It gave off a warm light as it was applied, and Invar's brow eased as he slept.  
 
    Alfred turned to Bluheart. 
 
    "Is there anything you can do, father?" 
 
    Bluheart looked at the old man.  
 
    "I can ease his passing, give him something for the pain. But look at his wounds Alfred. That he survived these at all is a miracle. He made it across the Bleaks in this condition, I cannot fathom it." 
 
    Deena soaked the cloth in cool water and placed it back on his forehead. Her voice broke a little as she spoke. 
 
    "He knew he had to bring the missing page to us, whatever the cost to himself. It was his job to teach us how to be knights. Because he is the greatest of them." 
 
    Alfred removed a gauntlet and turned back to his mentor.  
 
    "We have Angall's light in us. Can't we try to purge this poison from him?" 
 
    Bluheart shook his head. 
 
    "Invar is not without the Magus Heart himself. I fear it is all is keeping him alive. Whatever sorcery he had in him now there is naught but dregs. He is dead, Alfred. He sacrificed everything to bring us the prayer. But you can try." 
 
    Middigan cleared his throat. There were tears in his bleary eyes.  
 
    "He killed so many of those Sorrow creatures. He near turned a whole river holy and made a fine soup of them. I never saw anything like it. Until I saw you three paladins." 
 
    Alfred bowed his head and breathed deep.  
 
    The door opened and Manzak strode in. His braided hair flowed down over his shoulders and he wore a thick red cloak over his armour. He walked over to the bed and placed a hand on Invar's head.  Tight jawed, he mouthed a silent prayer.  
 
    "In my culture we respect our old people. We would give them sky burials and let the eagles nourish themselves on their wisdom. And the eagles would carry wisdom about the sky as they flew." 
 
    Alfred looked down at the old man. His chest rose and fell in shallow breaths. 
 
    "Worshippers of Angall where I’m from cremate their dead. But I'm not ready to let him go yet." 
 
    Bluheart applied another layer of poultice to the wound on Invar's shoulder. 
 
    "Ritual aside, I think burning would be prudent in this case. I have never seen so much infection of the Sorrow in one body. Even his corpse could be a danger." 
 
    Alfred felt his blessing kindle.  
 
    "I have to try to reach him, father." 
 
    Alfred drew the light into his hand and it began to glow. He closed his eyes and placed his outstretched fingers on Invar's chest. For a long moment there was silence expect for the low hum of magic and the ragged breathing of the old man.  
 
    Alfred reached out his blessing, journeying his mind down a dark passageway. As he travelled deeper in his mind, vines studded with golden roses lined the walls. At first the roses bloomed and gave off a soft light. As he moved on, oily black tendrils were overwhelmed and strangled them. Strange predatory flowers with mouths and sharp teeth gnawed at the golden roses. The passage opened out into a chamber where the gold and black vines were intertwined so tight they formed a web across every inch of wall and ceiling. At the centre on the chamber knelt Invar Ironbound. Alfred reached a hand out to touch his shoulder. Before it reached, Invar spoke. 
 
    "You should not have come in here, Alfred. It is not safe for your mind to wander in such a place." 
 
    Alfred knelt beside his mentor. He glanced sidelong at Invar. The old paladin's face was gaunt and strained, but his eyes glowed golden.  
 
    "You were hurt. I could see you fighting it. I had to come and help you." 
 
    Invar kept his face facing front. On the wall before him, another vine of golden roses was strangled by oily tendrils.  
 
    "The Sorrow lives here now. It can sense you. It knows your thoughts. What it knows, the Green King will know. You must leave, Alfred." 
 
    Alfred shook his head.  
 
    "I'm different now, Invar. I have more holy light in me than I could ever have imagined. I can save you." 
 
    Invar knelt silent for a long moment.  
 
    "It is too late to bring me back. There is almost none of me left in here. The Sorrow warped everything I recognize as myself. You will need all your new power, Alfred. You can save me in another way." 
 
    Alfred felt a shiver run through his skin. 
 
    "What way?" 
 
    "You know what way." 
 
    Alfred shook his head.  
 
    "I can't. " 
 
    Invar gave a little smile beneath his grey beard. 
 
    "Part of you wants to. I can feel it." 
 
    Alfred blinked several times. He felt it too.  
 
    "Not true, Invar. I want to help you." 
 
    Invar turned his head and appraised his apprentice. Around them the black vines conquered.  
 
    "There's something otherworldly in you now Alfred. As there is in me. Yours is singular of purpose, as is mine. Yours is intertwined with every fiber of your body and soul, as is mine. I can feel the presence inside you, pulling at you, like a dog on a leash. Desperate to attack the enemy." 
 
    Alfred could feel the thought swelling in his mind, overwhelming everything else. The ancient celestial inhabited him could not see Invar ironbound the man, the paladin, the hero and friend. It could only see the every growing mind of the Sorrow within him. And wanted to eradicate it." 
 
    Invar placed a hand on Alfred’s shoulder.  
 
    "It's all right, lad. You didn't come in here to offer help. You came in here to ask permission. And I invited you in to ask you for mercy. Do not let me roam the world as a slave to the one thing I have fought all my life. Do what you do." 
 
    Alfred fought back tears of molten gold.  
 
    "It's not justice. For all the good you have done." 
 
    Invar smiled and shook his head.  
 
    "No. No it isn't. But you have a job to do. You can't stay. You have to go out there and save your friends." 
 
    Alfred felt a rivulet of gold run down his cheek. 
 
    "From what?" 
 
    Invar's golden eyes began to turn black. 
 
    "From me." 
 
    Alfred's eyes snapped open. He stood over Invar with hands on his chest. Beside him, Deena cried. Manzak stood stoic behind her, a hand supporting her shoulder.  
 
    "Could you reach him, Alfred?" 
 
    Alfred nodded. 
 
    "Yes, for a moment I did. The last of his light is just food for this thing now. We only have one option left." 
 
    Deena met his gaze and shook her head.  
 
    "We can't." 
 
    Alfred turned his hand on Invar's chest and intertwined with her fingers. He felt the Magus ignite in them both.  
 
    "Deena, I-" 
 
    Before he could finish he felt Manzak's powerful arm sweep across them, throwing them back. 
 
    "Both of you move!" 
 
    Alfred looked down and saw Invar's black eyes staring up at him. The facial expression was inhuman. His jaw opened wide and black tendrils shot forth. They wrapped around Manzak's armoured forearm as he protected Alfred and Deena.  
 
    Alfred lost his footing and landed on the floor. He stared in shock as Invar's ribs burst through skin and grew into bony limbs. He pushed himself upright with his new appendages and hoisted Manzak off the ground. The paladin planted his feet on the creature's chest and pushed, tearing at the tendrils binding him.  
 
    Invar's neck's elongated and bones cracked and snapped. His jaw dropped lower, translucent fangs pushing out his human teeth. The distorted head shot forward. It snapped at Manzak's face. The paladin wrestled, twisting in the creature's grasp to avoid the maw. He slipped one hand free and gripped the abomination around its long neck. With all his unnatural strength Manzak squeezed. He slammed its head backwards against the wall time and time again. It threw Manzak back across the room. He slammed into the wall, shattering the brickwork.  
 
    In an instant the creature recovered and turned its mutated skull towards Bluheart. The old monk raised his hands and began a blessing, prepared for the worst. Something golden slammed into the side of the creature, knocking it off balance and shoving it against the wall. Alfred grabbed two of the mutated ribs and twisted. They cracked free and the creature howled. Several thick tentacles tipped in claws erupted from Invar's chest. Green venom dripped from them and hissed on the floor. They swept through the air, battering and scraping at Alfred's armour. Deena tried to get close, but the poisoned barbs whipped before her eyes, keeping her at bay.  
 
    Manzak stood and staggered to the door. Deena called after him. 
 
    "Manzak! Don't run!" 
 
    Manzak shouted as he stumbled into the infirmary. 
 
    "I'm coming back!" 
 
    Alfred tried to hold the creature down. Every time he wrapped up one mutated limb, another whipped around to attack him. One of the young monks protecting Bluheart got too close and before he knew it, a poisoned barb had punctured his stomach. The tentacle lifted him off the ground and threw him into the wall. Deena leapt in front of the terrified monks and struck the tentacles whenever they came close.  
 
    "Stay behind me!" 
 
    Manzak appeared in the doorway. In his arms were the paladin's swords they had left outside the infirmary. He threw Deena's across the room and she caught it. A tentacle swiped in for another attack and her sword burst into flame. The creature screeched as the fiery blade severed its limb.  
 
    Alfred heard Manzak behind him.  
 
    "Alfred, your blade!" 
 
    Alfred leapt back and took his sword from Manzak. The creature lunged forward with its distended mouth wide. The black tendrils writhed in the maw. Manzak hunkered down and shoulder barged the creature's bloating torso. He wrapped his arms around and forced it back on the wall. Through clenched teeth he shouted. 
 
    "Alfred, now! Finish this." 
 
    Alfred stared at the mutating being. It was twice the size Invar had even been. Its torso enlarging like a bloated spider. The rib-limbs were growing longer and forced it back off the wall. The most awful thing was the face. Somewhere in mess of flesh was Invar Ironbound. For brief moments Alfred recognized his old mentor. It warped as the jaw yawned wider and the fangs longer.  
 
    Alfred felt revulsion and loss, fear and regret. To kill the man who had brought them the missing Libram page and saved them all. To bring blade upon the man who had prepared them for the Torrent and taught him how to swing a sword. It was the cruelest of turns. Yet he felt something else. The entity inside Alfred, now was part of him, felt only the overwhelming desire to purge this thing from existence. The holy power swelled inside Alfred and his sword ignited in golden light. Manzak used all his strength to pin the creature. He wrapped his arms around it and held it fast to the wall.  
 
    Alfred cried out and thrust his sword into the chest of the creature. Right where the Magus Heart dwelt.  
 
    The blade hissed as it burned the mutated flesh. The creature slammed its head to and fro, screeching and fighting back. The flesh began to ignite like paper. It crackled and burned away, expanding out from the sword wound. In a matter of moments the entire being had turned to a thing of smoldering ash. It crouched there frozen for a moment, the horrible mouth open wide in silent scream.  
 
    It crumbled into dust on the floor. Alfred felt himself stagger back out of shock at what he had done. Manzak held out a hand to support him.  
 
    "It's done Alfred. It's done." 
 
    Alfred looked at Manzak and at Deena.  He could not find the words for a long moment and just stared at them in disbelief.  
 
    "The Sorrow knew this would happen. Infect Invar, knowing we would have to be the ones to kill him. It's the sort of thing gives it pleasure." 
 
    Deena held Alfred under his other arm, steadying him.  
 
    "He would not have wanted anyone else to see him stolen and changed. You did Invar a mercy." 
 
    Alfred steadied himself and stood straight. He looked down at the pile of shifting ash at his feet.  
 
    He felt a light burn cold inside him. 
 
    "It's the only mercy I'll be showing. Get ready to leave for Monolith. I'm going to wipe this Green King off the face of the world." 
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    The west side roof of the inner temple at Ironghast had fallen in. Daylight streamed down on the cold grey flagstones, bringing with it a drizzle of somber rain.  
 
    The battle of Ironghast had taken its toll on the old sanctuary. Many of its stained glass windows were shattered and coloured glass was strewn across many halls. There had been many funerals and blessings said in crypts deep within the old monastery. But this one was separate.  
 
    Alfred stood before the gathered.  
 
    "We have gathered here in the sanctum of light, to pay tribute to a fallen brother. Most of you younger monks only knew him as Old Gumm. The cantankerous brother who was always drunk. Always short of temper. There was no one he didn't keep a scowl for. He was the caretaker of this monastery in every practical way. Fixing broken furniture, holing up leaking stonework, painting and whitewashing. He took care of the wine cellar, made sure we never ran low. He sampled the quality of it often.” 
 
    Alfred shared a sad smile with Deena, next to him on the podium.  
 
    “But his secret life was different. He was caretaker of other things too. Far more dangerous things the world thought lost." 
 
    Father Bluheart glanced to the back of the congregation. In the far wall were several gloomy deep alcoves. In one of them on its haunches sat the Manticore. A leonine shape hidden in the shadows. Only the red mane and unsettlingly human face showing. A face impassive with jaw set tight. If it felt any emotion it betrayed nothing.  
 
    Alfred continued. 
 
    “All the great lords of this realm have gathered here today. We thank you for your presence. Thank you for drawing your swords to fight by our side.  We did not mean to ask you here to shed blood.  And we know how strange and confusing this must be for you all. To find all the creatures you thought our king had eradicated gathered in one place,  paying respects to a human monk of Angall.” 
 
    The bruised and battered lords sat silent on the benches.  Their eyes were all haunted by what they had seen since arriving.  No more doubting that the Sorrow was back.  Alfred continued.  
 
    “But this was no monk. And his name was not Old Gumm. These remains belong to Invar Ironbound, Last Knight of the Blaze. The only Paladin who still breathed in the world, before us three took the light. And whether you knew it or not, he helped keep your lands safe." 
 
    Lord Eelthorpe spoke out from the benches.  
 
    "We are still adjusting to this new reality, Lord Sorrowhammer. And make no mistake we stand by you in the fight ahead. But some things we were told paladins kept us safe from stand in this room. There's a Manticore in this hall. A Manticore! Tell me I'm wrong?" 
 
    The Manticore padded forward down the aisle. Lords gasped and froze. Some put hands on the hilts of their swords.  The beast spoke as it passed, an echo in cave of honey.  
 
    "He is not wrong. What's more I am the very last Manticore. And during your human wars to purge everything like us from the world, it was that old man who saved me. Still but an egg, he brought me here to stop my kind being naught but a story to scare children. He fed and nurtured me. Read books to me, poetry and song. History and the lineages of kings. Late in the night we would debate on every subject under the stars. Sometimes we would play chess, with his hands moving the pieces. He would drink wine and get drunker and drunker until I would check his king. I hated him and loved him, for everything he was. As he hated and loved me. Being willing to protect and fight for things you do not love, is an act of devotion seldom seen. Only seen in those who have higher calling to protect the weak, stand against the tyrant, see common ground where there seems none. I watched this old man grow from frightened boy into a true Knight of the Blaze. His order was formed with one purpose. To keep watch against the return of the Sorrow. An evil greater than any Manticore. And it is here. You all saw it with your own eyes. And you know it was your king who sent it. Because he serves it. So put aside your fear of me. Fear the Sorrow. " 
 
    A squire of Lord Highflour piped up.  
 
    "Oligan is a tyrant, we all know it now. And worse still is this Green King he follows. He will never give up power, or see the fall of his house. Can we really overthrow him, even with those paladins as our allies?" 
 
    The Manticore continued.  
 
    "I do not love you, any of you. I would sooner sup you than sup with you. But I will learn my lesson from Invar. I will fight with you, and for you, although many of you would see me dead. Invar told me the last time the Sorrow attacked, it took the combined forces of men, Old Races, humans blessed with the Magus Heart, and the soldiers of the gods themselves to drive it back. Unless we fight side by side, the Sorrow will overwhelm us all. Human and monster alike." 
 
    Lord Burrowmere pointed to Alfred, Deena and Manzak. They stood stoic in their armour on the dais.  
 
    "What about them? Never seen anything fight like them. They cut through those Witchfinders and Sorrow hounds like they were nothing.  It's like lord Angall himself works through them. Can they not lead us?" 
 
    Alfred stepped forward.  
 
    "I was not born noble like you gentlemen. I am the son of a clockmaker from Durn. Oligan's Witchfinders killed by father, mother and brothers looking for me. Because I was born with the Magus Heart. Now I am servant of the light with a single purpose. This man taught me what it means to be a knight. And it is more than armour and a sharp sword. It is heart, sacrifice, the willingness to stand between the weak and the dark.  Each one of you has retainers, household guard, cavalrymen and sworn men. We will need every one of them to fight. We all have our part to play in a bigger war." 
 
    A lord's voice from the back.  
 
    "And what is your part, young Lord Sorrowhammer? What would you use the power of your light for? Do you stand with us until the end?" 
 
    Alfred glanced back at Deena and Manzak.  
 
    "Our part is to fight my way inside the King's Needle, along with our ferocious Manticore friend there. To kill King Oligan and his Sorrow Lord." 
 
    A few murmurs of discontent. Lord Highflour called out.  
 
    "The tower is older than the rest of the city. It was built by the gods themselves. It is impregnable, and the very stonework is woven with spells so old and strong a thousand men could not batter their way in. No one ever breached the Needle." 
 
    Alfred calmly fixed his gaze. 
 
    "We will get inside. We will confront Oligan for his crimes. And we will send the Green King back to the underworld to regret his mistake for the next thousand years." 
 
    "You are strong, young paladin. But what you speak of is attacking a god. However dark, however corrupt. It is a god. How can you hope to defeat it?" 
 
    Alfred gestured to Invar’s ashes.  
 
    "Because of something this man died to bring us. In his burnt bones there is hope.” 
 
    The lords murmured.   
 
    "What is it? What did he find?" 
 
    Alfred had the page concealed within his armor.   
 
    "It is a prayer. A Prayer of Light." 
 
    The Manticore cast its green eyes across the congregation. In its sonorous voice it spoke.  
 
    "And of venom." 
 
    "It is a missing page of the Libram of Ashes, the book of lord Angall himself. A book of blessings and prayer written by his own divine hand. It is a magic beyond all ken of this world. And if I am reading the old language right, it can defeat this Green King who controls Oligan Rathratta, and all these vile things we fought last night." 
 
    Highflour studied Alfred closely.  
 
    "You are taking a lot on faith, Lord Sorrowhammer." 
 
    Alfred stared back at the lord as if the answer were obvious.  
 
    "Of course I am. I'm a Paladin."  
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    Deena sat with the Cyrus Blackweather in front of a roaring fire. A bottle of tawny wine between them on the table.  
 
    Firelight flickered on the Karkaren's fur, and Deena saw it was not just brown but a myriad of colours. Tufts of steely grey grew around his temples, just beneath the curling horns. A streak of blonde wove its way through the braid on his chin. At the end of the braid, a golden coin swung like a pendulum when he laughed. There were wiry patches of rusty fur where he had once been burned, cut or seared with magic.  
 
    Deena noticed two rings of such fur around his wrists. It made her think of manacles. She realized though they had travelled together for weeks to reach Ironghast and spoken of many things, Cyrus divulged few details of his past.  
 
    She took a sip of the wine, one Cyrus had brought with him from afar. It tasted very different from the robust reds drunk in Vassonia. The wintery taste of dried fruit rolled across her tongue, orange peel and raisins. She swallowed and felt a rush of warmth in her cold hard cheeks. She gave Cyrus a smile.  
 
    "It feels like we've been friends a long time now, Captain Blackweather." 
 
    The Karkaren raised a brow.  
 
    "I think of you more like a tick in my fur. I scratch and scratch, but just can't dislodge you." 
 
    Deena saw a mischievous glint light up in the bestial eye.  
 
    She raised her cup.  
 
    "And I think of you like a stray dog I fed once and now it just bumbles about after me, licking itself." 
 
    Cyrus's mouth spread in a wide grin, his yellowing fangs flashing.  
 
    "The most dangerous thing about you was always your barbed tongue. Shouldn't you be talking more like a paladin now? A Thousand Blessings On You, or Be A Light In The Dark? That sort of crusader nonsense." 
 
    They both clinked cups and took another swig of wine.  Deena's smooth face cracked into a smile and her eyes narrowed.  
 
    "If you think people calling me lady is going to make me a lady, you don't know me at all. Besides, Angall knows my heart is pure, regardless of my foul tongue." 
 
    The firelight did even stranger things to Deena. The unblemished white skin was sculpted in light and shadow, severe and stark. It was a canvas reflecting the firelight, giving her the air of a person burning from the inside. Cyrus leaned back in his carved wooden chair and snorted.  
 
    "Aye, pure like a zealot. The kind of purity that leaves no one alive to tell the tale. Got what you always wanted. Careful you don't enjoy it too much." 
 
    Deena felt a stab of a strange emotion in her heart. Was it shame? This person she had once thought of as a monster to be exterminated, his opinion now mattered to her. Almost as much as a father's would. She swirled the wine in her cup, trying to find the words.  
 
    "I will have no mercy for tyrants and true monsters, Cyrus. But I am sworn to protect the magic of this world, and all who carry it rightfully in their hearts. It's only the Sorrow needs to be worried." 
 
    Cyrus twirled his chin braid between clawed fingers. He wore a long blue overcoat with brass buttons shining like little suns in the firelight. A curious expression wrinkled his face. He flicked his chin to an alcove where Alfred sat talking with Manzak and Bluheart. They stood over a low table pointing an unfurled map. Deena glanced across and back down into her cup.  
 
    "And is your heart the only part of you left pure, Deena? Seen how you and skinny streak of milk look at each other. You're not fooling anyone with your haughty princess act. Although how anyone could find you attractive is beyond me. You're practically a male, and all bones." 
 
    Deena was glad her face was painted with reflected fire. She felt herself flush and could not look up from her wine.  
 
    "I...we are sworn Knights of the Blaze. We cannot allow ourselves to be distracted. I know what happens when you let yourself love people. They get taken away from you. I wear armour now Cyrus, it's my second skin. And armour is best for the life we live here." 
 
    Cyrus’s eyes clouded over and Deena saw him re-live some old memory. She had an idea what had happened to his family, his tribe and his home long ago. She knew he had lived a life at sea on the run from his own heart. He frowned and looked up at her.  
 
    "But if we don't allow it , why do we bother to fight the Sorrow at all? Those devils would take everything from us. Our Magus Heart and our beating one. If both are left dead and empty once we've won, we might as well give up now." 
 
    Deena remembered the conflagration between her and Alfred in his chamber. The fire they could not control.  
 
    "I don't think we can. We kissed once and we nearly turned this whole place to ash. I don't understand this magic we have inside us. But when it merges, it overwhelms us. I think when we touch, we are dangerous...to everyone else. Father Bluheart told us people like us can never have children. If we did they would be more of a threat than the Sorrow. I can't defeat monsters to bring new ones into the world." 
 
    Cyrus's face softened.  
 
    "I don't think anything you would make could be a threat, to anyone but the Sorrow. A whole army of little ginger paladins running about your feet. Perish the disgusting thought." 
 
    Deena glanced across at Alfred once again. His face was lean and intense. The black hair swept back and his blue eyes concentrating on the map. All his boyish awkwardness had melted, and a frosted general stood in its place. She remembered what he had said to her. He had not walked into the dangers of the Torrent for the world or for god. He had done it for her. She shook her head free of turmoil and turned back to the Karkaren.   
 
    "He's not the only one I don't want to lose, Cyrus. I know you are going to be the one to assault the king's dreadnought when we reach Monolith. You know how hard it was for the two of us to defeat one of those Sorrowbeasts. This is an army of them." 
 
    Cyrus ran a rough tongue across one of his canines.  
 
    "Aye, all the more reason to stop them. There's no army of men in this realm could stand against a battalion of those things. So we have to destroy them before those eggs hatch. Besides, it gives me a chance to be a pirate again. Raiding ships on fire is what I'm best at, remember?" 
 
    Deena remembered being shackled aboard one of the king's frigates, beaten and terrified. But not half as terrified as when Captain Cyrus Blackweather had burst into her cell and torn a man apart in front of her. She thought him the most vicious monster to walk the earth and he frightened her. Now she saw him as something very different. Something she did not want to lose. She knew of his mission and had taken precautions.  
 
    Deena sat up and reached her hand into a leather bag at her feet. She did not draw it out but instead looked up at the Karkaren.  
 
    "Cyrus. I created something for you with magic. Something to help you on board ship." 
 
    The Karkaren looked down at her hand.  
 
    "A lucky charm?"  
 
    "A weapon." 
 
    Deena drew a bottle from the bag. Inside it was a swirling pale light pulsing with holy power. Like a living wine.  
 
    "Ah brought out the hard stuff. Let's finish this bottle first, shall we?" 
 
    Deena placed it very carefully on the table. A low hum emanated from the bottle and the thick fur on Cyrus's forearms rose. He wrinkled his brow in amazement.  
 
    "Felt some amounts of sorcery in my time, and kept many a strange artefact in the hold of the Apocalypse. But never felt anything quite like this." 
 
    Deena pushed the bottle across to him.  
 
    "It's some of the holy power within me. Be very, very careful with it. I can't be with you aboard ship, so this is the next best thing. I wanted to fight by your side." 
 
    Cyrus reached out a big hand to grasp the bottle.  
 
    "Gently, Cyrus. It's more volatile than you can imagine." 
 
    He placed his hand on the table next to the bottle.  
 
    "What do I do?" 
 
    Deena rested her pale hand on top of his. Despite her power, it still looked like a child's hand compared to his.  
 
    "It will ignite when it comes into contact with the Sorrow. Everything about this spirit is designed to cleanse their stain. Just make sure you're not on ship after you release it. Shoot it with an arrow from a distance or something. Or open it and leave it for them to find. But don't be there. Please Cyrus." 
 
    The Karkaren stared at the glowing bottle of holy light for some time. He gave the same insane smile he used to have when he rolled his trickster god's dice.  
 
    "I told you when I met you one day you'd set the world aflame, didn't I Scorchling?" 
 
    Deena returned the grin. 
 
    "You haven't called me Scorchling in a while, Cyrus." 
 
    The Karkaren stared into the fire.  
 
    "On those long nights at sea. You used to tell me one day you would be a soldier of your god." 
 
    Deena thought for a moment.  
 
    "It feels different than I expected. All I wanted was the strength to fight back with more than words. But I don't feel the happiness I thought I would feel. Because of the cost to get here. So many people have died. People I could not protect. People I can't bring back." 
 
    The Karkaren shrugged.  
 
    "No point dwelling on it. A slip of a girl who weighed less than a lamb couldn't fight off a host of demons. Think of who you were, not who you are now." 
 
    Deena put her cup on the table.  
 
    “What if I am the real monster now, perhaps the worst one of all?" 
 
    Cyrus leaned across the table and touched her arm.  
 
    "You'll always be my little Scorchling. You saw me as a vile monster to be exterminated. Yet you still saved me from Sorrowbeast aboard the Apocalypse. I trust you girl, to deep down always know the right thing." 
 
    She had no fear of battle, or standing up to tyrants, even when she was weak. But she feared for others she loved. She feared loss and loneliness and regret.  
 
    "I'm proud to fight this war with you, Cyrus. And I was proud to crew the most feared pirate ship on the ocean." 
 
    Cyrus refilled his cup and snorted.  
 
    "Let me finish this barrel in peace by the fire. Go see your shiny friends." 
 
    Deena smiled at him and stood. Before Cyrus could stop her, Deena leaned in and placed a kiss on his cheek. The Karkaren looked up at her in amazement. She straightened her robes and looked across to where Alfred and the others sat, making plans.  
 
    Alfred and Manzak both looked up as she approached. They could both sense the presence of kindred. Before any of them could stop it, their eyes all burned like sunset. A greeting between angels. Deena stood there for a moment. There was so much she wanted to say. But she was never good with words. Instead she stood straight like a soldier and glanced at the map. 
 
    "How are the plans for the attack going?  
 
    Alfred blinked and his eyes extinguished.  
 
    "Erm, fine I think. As good as a hopeless plan marching into certain death can be." 
 
    Deena stood there, feeling very awkward.  
 
    "Good. That’s good." 
 
    Alfred pointed to the map.  
 
    "It's simple in theory. We are too few to go against the forces of Oligan and the Green King in an open fight. We don't have the time or resources to engage in some noble paladin assault on Monolith. We decimated his Witchfinders, sure, but there are many more in their temple stronghold. There is the king's blackguard. We saw at the battle here they know how to fight. And they're as indoctrinated as the Witchfinders. God knows how many of those hatchetmen are left. They're like wild boars with axes. There are the forces of the Sorrow itself. Who knows how many warped and mutated monsters the Green King created in the tower. They are real danger to us because their hearts are sorcerous." 
 
    Deena glanced across the map. 
 
    "So what do we do?" 
 
    Alfred placed a small wooden ship in the harbour of Monolith. 
 
    "We create chaos. As much confusion and mayhem as possible, at multiple locations in the city. Your hairy pirate friend will do what he does best. He will raid and plunder the king's dreadnought and send it to the bottom of the bay. As loudly and dramatically as he can, with all the cannon fire and terror he can muster." 
 
    Deena glanced across her shoulder at the Karkaren sat on the far side of the hall.  
 
    "I've helped him with this ." 
 
    Alfred gave her a curious look, and continued.  
 
    "Good. While Captain Blackweather deals with the unhatched Sorrowbeasts, you will infiltrate the city as a pilgrim, and stir up the populace." 
 
    Deena blinked, shocked. 
 
    "Me? But I don't know how to convince people in any way. You're the one with all the fancy words, Alfred." 
 
    Alfred fixed her gaze. 
 
    "But you have the fire in you people will follow. I know I would. Our spies tell us there have already been sporadic riots and insurrections across the city. You need to find the leaders and stir up a militia. This war belongs to every citizen, with the Magus Heart or without. They'll be just as dead as us if the Sorrow wins. So they have a right to fight for their homes and families." 
 
    Deena nodded.  
 
    "I'll find a way. And?” 
 
    Alfred and Father Bluheart exchanged glances.  
 
    "And, when there is most confusion, you, me, Manzak and the Manticore will assault the King's Needle. We fight our way to the top, past whatever Sorrow forces are waiting for us. And we kill the Green King using the Prayer Invar died to bring us. Once the Green King is gone, the rest should die off soon enough. It's his magic nourishes the disease." 
 
    Deena looked at those gathered around the table. She could see in their faces it was a thin hope. She nodded. She was amazed at the change in Alfred. Everyone else was listening to him. He seemed so in command of himself and others.  
 
    "We stop the Sorrow, or we die trying." 
 
    Father Bluheart poured a cup of water and gestured for Deena to sit. Deena thought he looked pale and drawn after the battle of Ironghast. His arm was held in a sling.  
 
    Deena smiled at him but shook her head. She could not stay in room any longer.  
 
    "I will let you finish your plans. I trust in your wisdom and your bravery. I will be up in the training room, if I'm needed. I want to practice some blade work before we set out. It helps me think."  
 
    Deena turned and left the hall, picking up her sword on the way.  
 
    She walked alone up the long spiral steps leading to the crusader's tower. The rain was pelting heavy on the stained glass window on the far wall. A few pale streaks of moonlight shone in, illuminating the panels in faint reds and greens.  
 
    She felt a stab of sadness.  
 
    This was where Invar Ironbound had gathered them as aspirants. Nervous and undisciplined fools with sorcerous blessings they did not understand. Most of those aspirants were gone now too. Deena wondered if each of them had hoped they were destined for something great. Why would the gods choose to bless you only to let you die an ignominious death? But Deena had learned life did not work that way. Her fellow aspirants, as blessed as she was by Angall, had died in the dark. Some died bravely, some cowards, some ignorant of their own doom. But all with a Magus Heart snuffed of magic as their first heart stopped beating. Only she, Alfred and Manzak had made it out of the Torrent alive. And only because Alfred had cast a stolen prayer. She could feel the holy light coursing through her veins. She could do things now she had never imagined. But still she had never seen someone invoke raw magic the way Alfred had that day. Alfred would have loved the poetry of it. An army of undead defeated not with a sword, but with a book.  
 
    Deena preferred the blade. She drew the sword and threw the scabbard on the floor.  
 
    The only sounds were the battering of rain on the window and the crackling of coals in the brazier. A smoky haze hung in the air laced with incense. Deena raised her sword into a high guard and stepped off angle. She swept the blade in a series of moves so fluid they looked like a dance.  
 
    It was a strange sensation. As if her hand were being guided by the reminiscence of the angel living in her blood. It was not conscious. It was more like a dreamer and Deena was the dream. Her body moved in ways she had never been taught, carried there by a memory of something once a soldier of heaven.  
 
    As she lunged, cut and thrust, engravings on her armour glowed. Sparks trailed from her sword as it cut the air, faint shapes hanging in the smoke. Deena gave herself over to the purity and focus. There was no conflict in an angel's mind, no doubt or hesitation.  
 
    Her free hand ignited in holy fire. She dropped to her knees and blessed the flagstones, slamming her hand on the stone. Angallic runes appeared on the cold grey floor, twinkling for a few seconds and fading.  
 
    Any Sorrow walked on hallowed ground would suffer for it. She had never learned this in any book but she knew. Like she knew lots of things now she had never read or been told. She crouched there, breathing hard. Her red hair cascaded over her face.  
 
    She heard a familiar voice.  
 
    "Is that to keep me out?" 
 
    Deena looked up, brushing back her hair and giving Alfred a cold look. She got to her feet and placed the tip of her sword on the flagstones. A pale white smoke still rose in a circle all around her, the hallowed floor burning with holy fire.  
 
    "Why don't you step inside and see?" 
 
    Alfred walked into the room. Deena noticed he had also brought his sword. He gave her a little smile.  
 
    "I don't know if it will do any good at this point, but a bit of extra practice will make me feel more confident about setting out tomorrow." 
 
    Deena cocked her head and scraped back her hair.  
 
    "You seemed confident enough down by the fire. Like a general commanding his troops." 
 
    Alfred walked up to the stained glass window and watched the raindrops trickling down.  
 
    "I can't let them see, can I?" 
 
    Deena paced the room swinging her sword. Alfred stared hard at the old story written on the window in pictures. He turned and looked Deena in the eye.  
 
    "Deena I..." 
 
    Deena could not wait for the words. They could not be allowed to have this conversation. She raised her sword and gave him a smiling challenge.  
 
    "Would you care to spar, paladin?" 
 
    Alfred looked confused for a moment, then crestfallen. He shook his head and shrugged.  
 
    "If you think it will help." 
 
    Deena stepped into the stone circle and cut a few practice swings through the air. 
 
    "It'll stop you talking, hopefully." 
 
    Alfred drew his sword and stepped into the circle. He stretched out his shoulders, rolled his head around. Deena grasped the moment. 
 
    She lunged at him, cutting a wide arc downwards. It gave her a tickle of glee he was so caught off guard. Alfred's eyes went as wide as moons. He staggered back. Parried her strike and thrust his arms straight. Deena felt the casual strength in him as she was thrown back to the edge of the circle. But she kept her footing.  
 
    Alfred gave her a what are you playing at look.  
 
    Deena resumed her stance and edged in to the centre of the circle, grinning. This was the only time anything made sense to her anymore. When she was swinging a sword. There was no agonizing past or bleak future. Only the flow of battle.  
 
    The armour they wore was so strange. It should have weighed more than a warhorse. Yet it felt like being wrapped in silk. There was no restriction or immobility, like it was part of them.  
 
    The two paladins clashed sword again and again. They moved around each other in a deadly dance. Deena always on the attack. Alfred parrying and slipping just enough to avoid the blade. Their angelic eyes could see subtlety and nuance human eyes would miss. They could read the language of movement and expression as easily as reading a hymn sheet. 
 
     But both having this talent, they cancelled each other out.  
 
    Deena remembered a technique Invar had taught her. She ducked and barged her shoulder into Alfred's breastplate. She hooked a heel behind his and shoved, sending him crashing to the ground on his back.  
 
    Deena extended her sword towards his white throat, smiling down at him. Alfred returned the smile and lowered his blade. She hated that smile. Hated its honesty and easy mirth. Hated how it made her first heart glow.  
 
    Alfred shook his head at her.  
 
    "Deena, we can't ignore what’s happening between us." 
 
    Deena felt her white skin prickle with heat.  
 
    "I'm not ignoring it! I'm just trying not to burn everything down that we're trying to save." 
 
    Deena saw Alfred's expression fall into sadness.  
 
    "Father Bluheart. He told me if we had children..." 
 
    Deena turned from him and stomped towards the window.  
 
    "Children? Aren't you getting ahead of yourself a little, Alfred? We're not likely to survive these next weeks. Don't go planning a future that can never be real." 
 
    Alfred got to his feet and walked up behind her.  
 
    "No, I wasn't assuming, I mean I didn't think you would..." 
 
    When Deena turned there were tears of liquid gold trickling from the corners of her eyes.  
 
    "When you kissed me, Alfred, It made me feel the way I felt when the Sorrow took my little brother, killed my village and trussed me up on their ship." 
 
    Alfred’s cocked his head with a quizzical look.  
 
    "I was more aiming for romantic but a little roguish..." 
 
    Deena punched him in the shoulder with a metallic knell.  
 
    "I mean it made me feel vulnerable. Afraid. Naked. And if you say something witty now I will run you through." 
 
    Deena had lost the rhythm of swordplay and walked past him. But Alfred caught her arm.  
 
    "I know. It made me feel this way too. Like I had something to lose." 
 
    Deena hated looking weak and girlish. Her tears were frustration and rage more than hurt.  
 
    "Yes. And I already lost everything. I can't be in that position again. We're servants to something bigger than us now, Alfred. Our devotion is to the cause. We can't risk keeping a hope of happiness for ourselves. It's a life of fighting." 
 
    Alfred searched her eyes and found the familiar glow of communion mirroring his own.  
 
    "When we kissed it also felt like I had something worth fighting for." 
 
    They stood there for a moment, inches from each other's face. But neither dared to move closer. Deena closed her eyes.  
 
    "Never felt this close to something I could not touch." 
 
    Alfred held on for a moment then released her arm. Deena felt a shiver at the separation. Alfred sheathed his sword. He walked across the stone circle to the door. Before he left he turned to her.  
 
    "If I can't lay by your side, I'll fight by your side. And die by it if it’s the will of the gods." 
 
    When he left, Deena knelt on the cold stone and looked up at the stained glass window. Angall was depicted there in his golden armour, his wings spread wide.  
 
    She steepled her hands and interlocked her fingers in the eternal flame.  
 
    "Lord Angall. 
 
    Give me strength in this final battle.  
 
    To smite the last stain of Sorrow from these lands. 
 
    And do my part in the war.  
 
    If it means my last breath.  
 
    You gave us these gifts so we could purify the world. 
 
    You gave me strength and holy power 
 
    So why am I still afraid? 
 
    I am not afraid for me. Dying with a sword in my hand was all I ever wanted or expected.  
 
    I fear for Alfred. 
 
    For what he must face and do. 
 
    If I can fight the Green King in Alfred's stead 
 
    Let it be.  
 
    Keep him safe.  
 
    Let him live a long good life with a host of children at his feet 
 
    And a wife that will be true and kind to him 
 
    One he deserves 
 
    I will give my life if you will make it so." 
 
    Deena opened her eyes to the first light of dawn sending sunbeams through the stained glass. Pools of colour cast upon the grey stone floor.  
 
    Today they would set out in secret to Monolith.  
 
    To depose the puppet King Oligan and drive out the Sorrow.  
 
    She was as ready as she'd ever be.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15 
 
      
 
    It was a moonless night. An unsettling silence hung over ancient Monolith. Shutters bolted tight all across the city, even grown men travelling the dark streets in pairs, lanterns and makeshift clubs at the ready.  
 
    There had always been an underlying aura of fear in Monolith. The city of the Witchfinder's temple and the blackguard training grounds always simmered with veiled threat. But many people still lived their entire lives inside the high white walls. People learned not to gossip too loud, or ask too many questions.  
 
    In recent weeks, even the most stoic citizen had noticed strange goings on. People going missing from their beds. Martial law at the docks and rumors of sinister cargo aboard the king's dreadnought.  
 
    There were other rumors abroad. Whispers that only two weeks before, the forces of King Oligan had suffered a terrible loss in a faraway land. The Witchfinders had been decimated. Others told tales many of the lords of Vassonia had rebelled against the king, citing he was in league with dark forces. Monsters and sorcery long thought eradicated had risen, and were marching on the city. As far from the ears of the military and remaining Witchfinders as possible, the whole city was a hubbub of rumor and intrigue.  
 
    A low fire crackled in the Blue Harpoon inn. Folks had stayed later than usual because nowadays, nobody wanted to leave alone.  
 
    The blackguard patrolled the streets. People argued over whether it was to give the illusion of safety, or a clear message of control. There had been a curfew the week before. The huddle of men gathered around a table spoke of rumors close to home. Terrible things stalking the back streets at night, murdering the destitute and drunk.  
 
    In a quiet corner near the fire, Mark Yamman, an ironmonger from Turner Street, leaned in to his friends.  
 
    "They still haven't found the boy." 
 
    Another man with shaved head and curled moustache lowered his voice.  
 
    "The blackguard is saying he fell off the seawall and drowned. One of their sergeants swore he saw the lad playing up there, climbing and such." 
 
    A third man, stocky with thick brown beard, slammed his flagon on the table, spilling beer.  
 
    "Balls and you know it you coward. We all know there’s something dark going on in this city of late." 
 
    Mark raised his hands for quiet. There were similar huddled conversations in every corner of the inn. But a few new faces were in tonight no one recognized. And they could not be too careful. The bearded man leaned in with lowered voice.  
 
    "Of late? Where have you been for the past forty years? We all know there are black secrets up there in the tower. Tell me, when was the last time you actually saw the king address his people? Balcony’s been empty for years. Anyway, it could be anyone behind the mask. Maybe our true king died years ago!" 
 
    "What does it matter who is behind the mask? Taxes still only go in one direction, as does the good food and wine. It makes no damn difference to us what greedy lord rules over us. Our lot is our lot." 
 
    Mark Yamman glanced around the inn. There were a few men in one corner by the smaller fire he did not like the look of. Too quiet and too observant by far.  
 
    "You want to watch talk. Never seen so many blackguards patrolling the streets. It's like they're expecting something. Been dragging people off to who knows where." 
 
    "My Uncle Ewin was beat half to death by a patrol last week. All for not obeying curfew. He still can't talk right and he lost use of an eye. How is that alright? How is it fair?" 
 
    "Since when was anything fair, boy? The rich and the lords do as they please and the only interests they serve are their own. Never been any different." 
 
    The bearded man winked.  
 
    "Aye but there's never been a royal house as hard and brutal as Rathratta. We might not say it, but when's the last time you didn't go to sleep scared?" 
 
    "You're a fool. Have you any idea how dangerous it is to bad-mouth the king? Dissent isn't an option, boy." 
 
    Mark sipped his beer and let the fire warm his damp boots. He thought the men in the corner kept glancing at them.  
 
    "It's not the blackguards you have to watch out for. There's Witchfinders skulking everywhere in the city too. Could be one in here amongst us for all we know. So watch your tongues if you want to keep them. Or they'll be singing the song of tongueless men in here before long." 
 
    The bald man pulled his chair closer and whispered.  
 
    "That missing child was born different. His parents got careless in letting other folks see it. We all know what happened to him." 
 
    Mark narrowed eyes at his friend.  
 
    "Imagine if it was your boy, Jaks. So the child had the Magus Heart, he was innocent as snow. Little lad didn't even know he was different. He wasn't cursed and he wasn't evil. He was just a boy." 
 
    "Tell that to the Witchfinders. As far as they're concerned, magic is magic, there to be stamped out." 
 
    "It doesn't matter the lad's intention, it's the outcome that’s banned. Magic is the preserve of the gods alone." 
 
    "Oh shut up." 
 
    A fourth man, younger than the rest with ginger hair, sipped froth from his beer and spoke.  
 
    "It wasn't Witchfinders took the boy." 
 
    "Oh no? And how do you know that, civic authority and blacksmith's apprentice, pray tell?" 
 
    "Because me and the lads were out past curfew and we saw...something. There was something stalking him." 
 
    “Oh don't start on all this again. Had enough people spin me this yarn.” 
 
    "It was no Witchfinder! It was dark but the moon was full and I'm telling you we saw something in the streets. It took the boy." 
 
    "What did it look like?” 
 
    "Bigger than a dog. But padding on all fours. Like a beetle bred with a hunting hound. It was all wrong. Like something made not born. And it had things coming out of its mouth. Like a squid but black as pitch." 
 
    "What you're describing doesn't exist. Not in the Old Races, not in any bestiary, and not in the middle of the city." 
 
    "So you're saying you saw one of these things take the child. And what did it do?" 
 
    "It… fed on him... drained him of his gift. Those black tendrils. They clamped on him and I could see the magic draining out of the boy. When it finished the lad was just a husk. Like he'd been buried under hot sand for years." 
 
    Mark and his drinking companions stared at each other for a long moment.  
 
    "I think we all know what he's describing. And it's been gone for a thousand years." 
 
    The group of men exchanged fearful glances but no one spoke further. Another voice at the table next to them spoke. It was a woman's voice. Unusual at any time in the Blue Harpoon unless they served beer.  
 
    "He's telling the truth."  
 
    The mustachioed bald man cast a suspicious glare across from their table.  
 
    "And how do you know, stranger?" 
 
    "Because something just like it took my little brother. Dragged him right out his bed and killed him, like you described." 
 
    Mark Yamman peered over at the newcomer. Wrapped in thick travelling cloak and hood, he could only see a hint of pale chin. Very pale chin.  
 
    "You're not from here. When and where did this happen, pilgrim?" 
 
    “Far to the south in Daskar. And the rest of its foul kind murdered half our village. They're Sorrowbeasts. They're not natural creatures and they're not easy to kill. And you have an infestation in your city. But this is not the part of this story that will make you afraid." 
 
    The bearded man gave a nervous chuckle and rounded his chair on her with a squeak.  
 
    "It's doing a pretty good job, girly. So what will make us afraid?" 
 
    The traveler took a sip of her beer and continued.  
 
    "King Oligan sent a frigate, one of the biggest and best in his navy, to rescue us. Or so we thought. Packed full of bluecoats, well trained and well-armed. We thought we were safe when they came ashore. But they didn't go hunting for the Sorrowbeasts. Instead they put the remainder of our village to the sword, because of what we had seen. So there was no one left to speak of it. They took the green egg that gave birth to the monsters and loaded it aboard ship. To bring back here. To King Oligan. Ship never made it here, pirates saw to it . But I imagine he's been sending his navy out all over the world to find these eggs, and things like them. Like stockpiling arms in preparation for a war." 
 
    The bald man narrowed his eyes at her.  
 
    "They killed your village? I see you made it out alive, lass. Or did you turn heel and run?" 
 
    A moment’s silence.  
 
    "I tried to fight. But I was very weak. They all had swords and I didn't." 
 
    Mark glanced around the inn to see if they were being observed.  He was still disturbed by the men in the corner. A few patrons at other tables had also drawn closer to listen. It made him nervous. 
 
    "Are you saying you have a sword now?" 
 
    "Yes. The sharpest you have ever seen." 
 
    The traveler drew back her cloak revealing the hilt of a broadsword. The bald man sneered. 
 
    "Doesn’t look like weapon for a woman. I doubt you can even unsheathe it without falling over. Now I'd look great with a sword." 
 
    "So why don't you try and come take it from me?" 
 
    They looked at each other but none of them even considered it.  
 
    "Hold on lass, you're saying terrors stalk our city at night, and it was the king himself what brought them here?" 
 
    "Exactly what I'm saying." 
 
    "But why would he? Put his people in such harm?" 
 
    A pause while the girl drank her beer.  
 
    "Because you are not important to him. None of you are. And because the king is not in charge of this city, or of the realm. Not any more." 
 
    "So who is?" 
 
    "You said yourself the King's Needle was full of secrets, and you were all right. He is a thrall of the Sorrow. He sold his soul to hold on to power. But now it's all got away from him. Now the Sorrow is completely in charge. And it is ready to do what it failed to do a thousand years ago. It will turn this realm into a wasteland and drain it of every drop of magic holding it together. Unless we stop it. " 
 
    The bald man sat back, arms behind his head. The beer had given him a little bravado.  
 
    "We? Are you including yourself in this coup, little girl?" 
 
    "I am. But in war everyone has to do their part. So I'll need all of your help." 
 
    The young ginger lad peered nervously around, shifting in his chair.  
 
    "She's got a death wish. Mad." 
 
    "This is treasonous talk, girly. You might not know how it works around here, but people go missing in Monolith all the time. And the Witchfinders have spies all over. So we all learn to watch what we say and do. And associating with the likes of you put's a death mark on all our heads." 
 
    Mark looked at her in concern.  
 
    “So whatever you're drinking, finish it up and get yourself somewhere safe, before they come for you. Rumor is they can use magic themselves, and none can escape them." 
 
    The girl drew back her hood. The men gathered at the table recoiled a little. She was beautiful, in a stark boyish sort of way. But she was frighteningly pale and her eyes glimmered with light, like sapphires in the sun. She glanced past the men to the far corner of the inn.  
 
    "Oh I'm not trying to escape them. I'm trying to get them to show their hand. There are three of them in the corner of this tavern. And now they are debating how to best attack me." 
 
    "Witchfinders! Here? Are you mad lass? You'll get us all killed. Where are they?" 
 
    "In the alcove, over there by the fire. I'll tell you what. I'm going to kill all three of them, and I'm going to come back here and give you all proof the Sorrow is here, and that it’s what is killing your people." 
 
    "What proof?" 
 
    The girl pulled a leather satchel from under her chair and slapped it down on the table. The men sat back staring at it. Whatever was inside was heavy. And wet.  
 
    "In the bag. Will you look after it for me while I kill these men?" 
 
    The bald man stared at her, confused.  
 
    "Who are you?" 
 
    The girl stood and removed her cloak. Underneath, she was clad in full plate armour, elaborate and covered in obscure script. She drew the broadsword and it glowed pale as she held it up.  
 
    "I am a knight of the Order of Ashes. My name is Deena. I need you to all get up against far wall and behind a table. Until I tell you it's safe." 
 
    The three strangers in the corner stood and also threw off their cloaks and hats. Beneath was the dark green robe of the Witchfinders. Their shaved heads glistened with sweat from the glowing hearth. They produced long razors from their robes and shoved their table aside. The tallest one spoke as he advanced.  
 
    "We were set to come out into the wild looking for you. Saved us the hunting." 
 
    The three Witchfinders closed in, trying to horseshoe around her and attack at once. Deena stood very still. She pointed her sword to the ground and closed her eyes, as if standing a silent vigil. The patrons of the Blue Harpoon had scurried off into the corners and took refuge behind any furniture they could find. They waited in terror for this mad young girl to be cut to pieces.  
 
    Deena lifted her sword and slashed five times, faster than the eye could follow. Her blade left a looping golden streak of light dancing in the air, and three dead Witchfinders on the floor. In a fluid motion she shook the blood from her sword and sheathed it.  
 
    The inn was silent as she returned to her table and sat down. After a long silence, punctuated only by a hiss of air leaving one of the dead Witchfinder's mouths, Mark Yamman spoke. He stared in horror at the corpses.  
 
    "Oh you've killed us now, girly. Got us all murdered in our beds." 
 
    Deena picked up her beer and took a gulp.  
 
    "Just look in the bag." 
 
    "Never seen someone fight like that. What are you really?" 
 
    "The bag. Look inside." 
 
    The bearded man reached for the leather satchel and opened it. He gasped and staggered back.  
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    Deena stood and pulled the Sorrowbeast's severed head out. She slapped it on the table. Bits of green mucous and black blood dripped on the floor.  
 
    "It is what has been hunting your people at night. And it's what took missing boy you're speaking of. It's not the only one. There are hundreds on board Oligan's flagship. And worse than this in his tower." 
 
    Mark stared at the head in disgust. The rest of the patrons in the Blue Harpoon gathered in.  
 
    "The Sorrow?" 
 
    "Yes. And it will kill all your children before it is done." 
 
    An old man in the crowd stepped in. He had a makeshift club in his hand and stared at the Sorrowbeast head with cold fury.  
 
    "What do you want us to do, lady?" 
 
    Deena stood in front of them with a hand on the pommel of her sword. The golden glow emanated from her. The sorcery seemed capable of rallying and inspiring anyone it came into contact with.  
 
    She smiled at the gathered citizenry of Monolith.  
 
    "I want you to start a riot." 
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    The Apocalypse sailed out of the dark.  
 
    It had wind in its sails, heading straight for the royal dreadnought, Inquisitor.  
 
    Cyrus watched as the lights of Monolith became clear. He had never seen the city up close. As the hub of Oligan's purges and the nesting place of the Green King, a Karkaren could not even step on the pier. A troop of Witchfinders and blackguard would have surrounded him before he got his land legs. Before he knew it he would have been torn open and his still beating Magus Heart fed to the dark god in its reliquary.  
 
    He felt the salty night air fill his lungs. The stars were bright. He had a loyal crew lusting for battle, and he stood at the prow of his old ship.  
 
    Life was good, even at its end.  
 
    Cyrus wore his long leather coat resplendent with shining brass buttons. A white silk shirt sat tight across his barrel chest. The fur of his mane ruffled in the night wind. His long knives were strapped to his belt and a bearded axe slung across his back.  
 
    Cyrus had missed the freedom of the waves. All those years he spent in voluntary exile from the troubles of the world. Pirating and looting for sorcerous artefacts. Until the day he had taken an artefact on board that would change his life. It was the young red-haired girl he had kept locked in a cage. A sorcerous commodity he had intended to sell to the Midnight Fair for a fortune.  
 
    And he almost did it.  
 
    He had never known what had changed his mind. It could have been seeing the king's Witchfinder Merrick Clay gleefully making his bids for the girl as she was paraded about the stage. It could have been the gods talking through his enchanted dice, but he never understood the damn things anyway. The crew just did what they were told thinking his orders came from a higher power.  
 
    She had saved him that day with her holy blessing, and she would save him again today.  
 
    Cyrus pulled aside his coat and laid his hand on the bottle of golden light strapped to his waist. Their task was simple. Sink the Inquisitor, and purify every inch of it with holy light. The Sorrowbeast eggs would perish and the Green King's army would be decimated.  
 
    A man stepped up next to Cyrus and smiled. 
 
    "Captain, the ship was just not the same without you." 
 
    Cyrus turned to his first mate Sandman Webb.  
 
    "You mean you missed my leadership and charm, Sandman?" 
 
    His first mate gave silver side whiskers a nervous twirl.  
 
    "No sir. I mean we did things made sense. Attacked ships smaller and slower than us, with a clear reward in sight. Rather than this. Attacking the largest ship on the ocean, crewed with the king's elite guard, and not a bit of treasure on board. It really brings me back sir. To those hazy wild days when everything felt like a suicide mission from the god of fools." 
 
    Cyrus looked ahead to the vast vessel ahead in the harbor. He had avoided the true fight for so long. Sailing from his failure to save his people when the Witchfinders had attacked long ago.  
 
    "Are the crew with us, Sandman?" 
 
    The first mate nodded.  
 
    "To the last man, captain. Not a one of us didn't see the demon nearly took us down deep that night. An army of those? What could stand against them?" 
 
    Cyrus gave a low growl.  
 
    "Not much. I for one am very interested to see what's going to happen." 
 
    Cyrus could see the city beyond the dreadnought. Fires burned in the harbor and beyond. Familiar noises drifted out across black waves to meet him. The shouts of conflict and the clash of steel.  
 
    He knew Deena had roused the people, one way or another. Cyrus smiled. 
 
    Lass could inspire anyone to fight. 
 
    They had moved through the nighttime waves like a ghost. But now they closed on the royal dreadnought, they kings bluecoats and blackguard began to notice them. Shouts rose from the deck. Flaming arrows were made ready. Cyrus drew his long knives and let out a lion's roar into the night.  
 
    He turned to the assembled cut throats and scoundrels behind him. They were armored lightly in boiled leather, with a hotchpotch array of pilfered weapons. Some of them magical. Some of them just deadly sharp.  
 
    Cyrus crouched as they drew within range and the first few arrows hit the prow of the ship. He felt heat and heard the whistle as wooden shafts shot past his head. But this was not his death yet. Cyrus raised a long knife to his crew.  
 
    "You have all sailed with me to the ends of world! Into the mouth of a kraken to steal its teeth. Into the Halls of Brine to loot the crown of the Mer. You all knew every time meant certain death. Yet here we stand. To sail into another doom. But the loot this time is not some sorcerous trinket for the Midnight Fair. The loot this time is our lives. And the lives of everyone for a thousand miles. We're all running from something. But by Livretti we lived as free men on these waves. This Sorrow would end it all . Those with magic in their blood would have it ripped from them to feed their Green King. Those without would be slaves at best. Worn shackles before and I didn't much like it. So I say we take this bitch down to the Deep. In our teeth if we have to." 
 
    Cyrus gave another roar that shook the timbers of his ship. It felt good to be back with his crew where life was simple and the plan was always the same.  
 
    Sail straight towards the monster, and offer it a big smile. Sandman Webb also drew his sword. The sweat glistened beneath his wispy grey hair, and the fear in his eyes turned to readiness.  
 
    The dreadnought was getting closer, and the sailors on board the king's ship were starting to realize what was going to happen. Only a true madman would try to ram a ship with a hull as thick as the Inquisitor. And madman was what they had.  
 
    They knocked arrow after arrow with shaking hands, sending a hail of falling stars on the sails and decking of the Apocalypse. The pirates raised their shields for cover, laughing and shouting insults as the arrows landed. Some were pierced, falling and screaming. Others were lucky. The god of chance had his plan too. The crew had been busy in the week it had taken to reach Monolith. They had begged borrowed and stole all the slowiron they could get their hands on. With skill and hammer they had beaten it to the figurehead of a ship. The smiling fool face of Livretti was once a rainbow of colour, now dull grey metal. The smile remained. It was well known the hull of the Inquisitor was woven with many spells and blessings. It was rumored to be impenetrable.  
 
    Slowiron was the greatest conduit of sorcery in the world. Was why the king's forces had burned Cyrus's forest home almost forty years before. To construct the relic housing the slumbering Green King. Now Cyrus hoped the same power could punch through whatever spells were keeping the Inquisitor afloat.  
 
    As the huge ship loomed close, they were about to find out.  
 
    Cyrus saw a mix of panic and incredulity in the sailors on board the dreadnought. They were watching a fool sink his own ship against an immovable object. Cyrus roared up at them and grasped the ship's rigging. He prepared for impact. 
 
    The crash nearly shook the stars from the sky. Splinters of wood the size of men hurtled like spears across the deck of the Apocalypse. One poor sailor was impaled through the chest and taken overboard into the night sea.  
 
    But the only way was forward. Cyrus's men threw up planks and grapplers, scrambling like monkeys on the upper decks of the Inquisitor. Many were cut down as they climbed, victim to arrow or to spear. But enough fought their way on board. Others pushed through the gaping wound made by the slowiron figurehead, parrying sword and javelin as they battled their way past the waiting blackguard.  
 
    Cyrus crouched low and with a push of his huge thighs leapt fifteen feet up to the deck. The bluecoats knew the sea. They had sailed as marines, enforcing the king's will and collecting relics of Sorrow for him for years. They recognized this creature instantly. 
 
    This was the Red Waves, the beast of the middle sea, the horned god of blood and treasure. Luck's Teeth he was called in the south. Lionfish in the east. The bluecoats had different names for him, but all borne of fear. Some of them dropped their swords and ran. Other's chanced the night sea, leaping forty feet into the black froth below. A few were hardier and drew cutlass.  
 
    Cyrus let the civilized being float away and only the beast was left. He cut through the sailors left and right. Some were raked with claws, others were bitten, while all the while his knives did their work.  
 
    The Inquisitor lurched. Pirates and bluecoats alike were thrown off their feet into masts or rigging. The slowiron had pierced deeper than Cyrus thought. Perhaps not enough to sink the ship, but they had stopped it leaving harbour for weeks at least. It was taking on water. He turned to see Sandman Webb grinning at him with sword held high. 
 
    "We scuttled the bitch, captain!" 
 
    Cyrus gritted his fangs.  
 
    "Aye but it's the cargo we need to send deep. With me! Fight your way below." 
 
    Sandman hacked his way to his captain's side and the two made their way through a broken hatch down into the bowels of the Inquisitor. 
 
    The bluecoats were hard pressed, and most of their courage came from brandy. But the royal blackguard rose up from the lower decks, well trained and well-armed. They bore pikes and short stabbing sword and they used them to good effect. Cyrus's men were now dwindling fast as their swords could not outreach the black steel pikes. Cyrus arrived at the back of this assault and sheathed his knives. He unslung the axe from his back and shouted to his men. 
 
    "Make way, boys!" 
 
    The pirates fell back and Cyrus crouched at the top of the stairs. He bared his teeth and issued a low snarl. The line of blackguard crowding the stairs took a step back. Cyrus leapt. He shattered spear shafts with swipes of his great clawed hands. He thrust out a foot and kicked one blackguard through the wall. His axe fell so hard it cleaved armoured men in two. Sandman Webb followed his captain close behind, finishing off the stragglers and running anyone through who tried to stab Cyrus in the back.  
 
    Within a few minutes the work was done. Cyrus stood at the top of the last flight of stairs leading down into the lower cargo hold. He sniffed the air.  
 
    Something was not right. Karkaren could see in the dark well enough, and he noticed something dripping from the wall in the stairwell. He reached out and ran a finger across it. Acrid green slime dripped from his claws. He had seen this before.  
 
    Cyrus drew his long knives and turned to the crewman behind him.  
 
    "Listen to me. I want you to get the men off the ship. Man the lifeboats of the Apocalypse and row yourselves to shore double time." 
 
    The young man looked at his captain. 
 
    "Sir?" 
 
    Cyrus put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    "The blade work is done here, I can do the rest. Our shiny friends will need you fighting by their side in Monolith. Deena might have raised a militia but they're not fighting folks. They'll need your blades to keep them safe." 
 
    The young man was reluctant to leave his captain but he nodded. 
 
    "Aye sir. We'll make a good account of ourselves, don't you worry." 
 
    Cyrus gave the young man a quick grin. 
 
    "You already have. Now go. Gather the men on the way and be quick about it." 
 
    The crewman ran up the stairs, leaving only Sandman Webb remaining. Cyrus frowned at him. 
 
    "You too, Sandman. Get your barnacled arse off this ship." 
 
    Sandman Webb squared his shoulders and cocked his head.  
 
    "Not a chance, Blackweather. Been at sea nearly forty years. Never abandoned a captain in my life. Won't start now." 
 
    Cyrus looked at the steadfast old buccaneer. He gave a big animal sigh. 
 
    "Alright you old mule, but stay behind me. Something's not right down there." 
 
    Sandman nodded and raised his sword. Cyrus turned and crept down into the gloomy hold. There were many dead blackguard and bluecoats strewn across crates and supplies. Sandman's voice was tense. 
 
    "Those aren't sword wounds, captain. What did this to them? One of those things?" 
 
    Cyrus saw what looked like a huge pile of broken pottery urns at the far end. He looked down at his feet and saw trails of slime amongst the broken bodies.  
 
    "I think the king's new army have plans of their own. They don't care whose side folks are on as long as they're warm and human. Look." 
 
    Cyrus's eyes could see what the broken pile of urns was, but Sandman's human eyes could not. Cyrus plucked a fading torch from the wall and threw it on the deck before the pile.  
 
    Sandman drew back. 
 
    "Eggs, captain. Like the one we took on board with your little red haired friend.  But there are hundreds of them." 
 
    Cyrus peered in disgust at the cracked green shells, dripping some kind of embryonic fluid on the deck. They looked thick, mottled and diseased. Cyrus gripped his axe tight.  
 
    "Sandman, I don't know what plans the Green King had for this little menagerie, but if these things get ashore we're all in big trouble." 
 
    Sandman glanced back up the stairs. 
 
    "I'm starting to think I should've got on the lifeboat." 
 
    Cyrus's keen ears pricked up. Something scuttled behind the beams in the dark. He took a step back.  
 
    "Up the stairs.” 
 
    Something big and writhing with spiked tentacles leapt out of the gloom. The ship lurched violently and both Cyrus and Sandman were thrown off their feet. The Sorrowbeast missed their heads by inches and it crashed into a pile of crated fruit. Its spiked tentacle became impaled in the wood and it screeched as it struggled to get free.  
 
    Cyrus was up and his axe dug deep into the creature's neck. Black blood spewed on his feet and the thing spasmed and bucked. Sandman thrust his sword into one of the beast's many misshapen eyes and a shudder ran through it. Cyrus spun around to see a hundred more eyes shining in the dark, in every nook and cranny of the hold.  
 
    Sandman drew his sword free of the creature with a slurp.  
 
    "By the gods, how do they grow so fast?  
 
    Cyrus looked at the eviscerated bodies on the floor.  
 
    "I think they had a good first meal." 
 
    The Sorrowbeasts crawled out of the dark. Warped and stricken, their every move looked like torture. Everything about them was poisonous, bladed or spiked. They were a mockery of living things. The Sorrow's idea of creation. They made eerie high pitched sounds, communicating with each other in shivers and scratches.  
 
    Cyrus picked up another torch from a bracket and threw it on a pile of coiled rope and broken wood. It lit up well enough and for a moment the Sorrowbeasts recoiled, innately disliking fire.  
 
    Cyrus shoved Sandman up the stairs, sword pointing behind them all the way. The fire did not distract the creatures for long. As Cyrus and Sandman reached the open air above deck, a great skittering and clawing was heard beneath them.  
 
    Cyrus turned just as he came up on deck and one of the beasts was on him. It wrapped a sickly yellow tentacle around his leg and pulled, dragging him back down below. Cyrus brought his axe down, severing the wriggling appendage. The rest of the beast came after it, but Cyrus was waiting. The predator's mouth was wide as the axe separated top of skull from bottom.  
 
    They retreated into the centre of the deck, backs pressed against the main mast. The creatures poured out of every hole in the ship. Scuttling on black legs and whipping the deck with tendrils brisling with teeth. Sandman turned and held his sword high. 
 
    "Captain they're everywhere!" 
 
    Cyrus looked beyond the morass of mutating Sorrow flesh and saw his crew in a couple of large rowing boats moving towards Monolith harbour.  
 
    "Row hard, boys, burst those hearts." 
 
    Sandman gritted his teeth and prepared to fight the swarm.  
 
    "We've sailed some strange seas, eh Captain?" 
 
    Cyrus watched as the hatched Sorrowbeast army closed in on all sides. Some of them leapt on the railings of the ship, staring out at the nearby city. They threw back their heads and made odd barking sounds. Cyrus bared his fangs. 
 
    "Ah is what you want, you ugly bastards? To get onshore where all the nice juicy people are? But I have so much meat for you here." 
 
    The first creature came with range and whipped a fanged tentacle above their heads. Sandman spat on the deck. His face was glistening with sweat and fear. 
 
    "Come and get me you filthy plague." 
 
    Cyrus looked past the ship at the high keep called the King's Needle looming above all else in Monolith. Somewhere up there he hoped the paladins were ripping the Green King apart. The Sorrowbeasts circled closer. Cyrus estimated at least fifty.  
 
    He brought out the reliquary Deena had prepared for him. An ornate glass vessel of holy light.  
 
    He glanced at Sandman.  
 
    "You know the dice weren't real, Sandman? I can't read Livrettan runes." 
 
    Sandman gave a short laugh.  
 
    "It wasn't the damn dice brought us luck, Cyrus. It was you, you hairy fool." 
 
    Cyrus gripped the reliquary in both hands. It shone brighter and brighter. The Sorrowbeasts drew back a few steps, shying from the holy light.  
 
    "Still feeling lucky, Webb?" 
 
    Sandman nodded. 
 
    "Aye, captain." 
 
    Cyrus dwelt on the Magus Heart within him. All Karkaren were born with it. He had shied away from it for many years. It reminded him of his home, deep in the forests. Where he had once been a shaman, a light guiding his people. He would be a light again.  
 
    He held out the reliquary of light Deena had given him and closed his eyes. He felt the Magus Heart ignite within his body. The monsters were closing in. Distended fangs and infected claws flexing.  
 
    "Thank you, little Scorchling." 
 
    Cyrus Blackweather's Magus Heart glowed through his skin and clothing, burning bright within him. The holy light in the bottle pulsed with power. Cyrus tightened both fists and crushed the glass reliquary.  
 
    The swarm of Sorrowbeasts had time to let out a single unified screech before the world exploded in a ball of bright fire, lighting up the sky.  
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    The blackguard shifted at the gates to the royal rose gardens. The King's Needle stood towering amidst the cultivated park. The rose bushes had once been scarlet and yellow, pink and white. Now they all grew putrid green and crawling with worms.  
 
    The remaining blackguard knew the balance of power had changed within King Oligan's palace. They were the royal elite and sworn to the new order, but they were not priests of the Sorrow like the brothers of vicissitude. They accepted the Green King was the true ruler in Vassonia now, but they did not understand what meant. Not until they saw the roses change. It was strange how such a little detail could finally give them the epiphany their world was over. They would not be the royal guard of some new and shining house ruling the world. There would be no world.  
 
    The blackguards at the gate were also nervous because on pain of death they had been ordered to hold the gate against all intruders. Choking smoke hung in the air around the surrounding streets. They could hear the clash of swords and shouts of men. Not five minutes before they had heard an almighty crash and seen a plume of flame rise up from the bay. One of the guards hooked a foot in the railings of the fence and hoisted himself up for a better view.  
 
    "It's one of the ships gone up in flames. I think it's the Inquisitor!" 
 
    The guard supporting his leg grunted. 
 
    "Don't be stupid, the king's dreadnought is unsinkable." 
 
    The first guard jumped down and landed. He took a moment to get his breath and stood, gripping his pike.  
 
    "The funny thing about unsinkable ships is they always end up sunk." 
 
    His counterpart peered out into the smoky chaos of the cobbled streets. The orange glow of distant fires illuminated the smoke and distorted the clashes of conflict within.  
 
    "If they all rise up and get organized, we don't have enough men to stop them. If we run now, we can get out of the city. Survive this." 
 
    The first guard gave a derisory laugh.  
 
    "Have you ever known stinking rabble to be organized about anything? Besides, it doesn't matter now. Their world is over, they're just trying to kick the tide out. The Green King's in charge now. He'll get them all in order soon enough. You're either on their side and destined for the mincer, or on our side and with a chance at position. Make your choice and draw your blade, soldier." 
 
    His companion heard a shout from the man in front. The few blackguards closed ranks and raised their pikes.  
 
    "Something's coming! A cart I think." 
 
    "You there. Halt in the name of the king!" 
 
    A covered wagon emerged from the smoke and rolled across the cobbles towards the gate. It was flanked by three figures cowled in black, with wide brimmed black hats. They walked heads bowed and somber. The blackguard who had climbed the fence turned to his companions.  
 
    "Witchfinders." 
 
    "Steady lads." 
 
    "Come no closer, silent brothers. We have orders from King Oligan until the unrest is quelled, no one is to enter the Needle." 
 
    The wagon ground to a halt a few metres from the gate. One of the cowled and hatted figures stepped forward.  
 
    "We are here with a prize for the true king. Something he been seeking for a long time." 
 
    The officer blackguard stepped forward and directed two of his men.  
 
    "Watch those two. You, come show me what's in this wagon." 
 
    The black-hatted Witchfinder nodded. 
 
    They walked to the back of the covered wagon and the Witchfinder loosened a tether rope. He grasped the canvas and pulled. The blackguard took a step back and raised their pikes.  
 
    "What is it?" 
 
    The Witchfinder raised a stick and prodded the creature in the cage. It was trussed up in chains and snarled at him.  
 
    "My friends this is a Manticore. Last one of its kind. Absolutely saturated with sorcery. To be the main course at the banquet celebrating the Green King's ascension to the throne. The Magus Heart on this one will be like nothing he has ever tasted." 
 
    The officer regarded the beast with a curled lip.  
 
    "I don't know anything about such a delivery of meat. Is it secured in there?" 
 
    The Witchfinder nodded. 
 
    "I tightened those chains myself. They're slowiron, so it won't be using any of its magic to get free. Only place this animal is going is the cooking pot." 
 
    The officer poked the creature with the tip of his spear and his hissed at him.  
 
    "It's amazing. We've been hunting things with the Magus Heart for forty years, and still every now and again you fellas bring something new in. They're like cockroaches, aren't they?" 
 
    He prodded the creature's scaly hide again. It glared at him.  
 
    "Hey ugly! You're extinct. Don't you know when to give up the ghost?" 
 
    The Witchfinder signaled to the gate. The blackguard blocked his way.  
 
    "Show your face. No one's getting in cowled while trouble's abroad" 
 
    Alfred took off the wide brimmed hat and drew back his hood.  
 
    The blackguard stood staring at his white face for a moment.  
 
    "You're not a witchf-" 
 
    Alfred backhanded the guard and he flew into the railings, a bag of shattered bones.  
 
    The remaining blackguard gathered their senses and brought up their weapons. They blocked the gate in tight formation. They watched as the Manticore's tail emerged from the bars of its cage.  
 
    A silver volley erupted into the air. The blackguards boiled leather and mail stood no chance against the metallic slivers. They fell to the ground, peppered with wounds and twitching. Manticore spines glistened in their bodies like shards of broken glass. The Manticore shifted in his cage, flexing out his shoulders. The scales glimmered like oil on water.  
 
    "Would one of you be so kind as to open the cage? I'm not wasting meat." 
 
    Alfred stepped up past the twitching bodies and put his hand on the mechanism.  
 
    "Are you going to behave?" 
 
    The Manticore gave him a fang-filled grin.  
 
    "Absolutely not." 
 
    Alfred smiled.  
 
    "Good." 
 
    He twisted the puzzle lock and the door swung free. The Manticore leapt down on the cobbles and stretched.  
 
    Deena and Manzak drew back their hoods. The paladins threw off their Witchfinder garb and stood outside the gate. Their bodies shone white and hard as stone. The Manticore was already feasting on the corpses of the guards. Alfred looked at Deena and Manzak.  
 
    "That needle is like a sundial. Casting a shadow over the whole land. This is where Oligan has ordered us all hunted and our Magus Hearts incised. Where the Sorrow has lurked unseen for decades. Corrupting, deceiving, manipulating. We cleanse this tower and we cleanse the realm. But whatever we've come across so far, there's worse waiting for us inside." 
 
    Manzak cast his eyes up at the elongated pyramid.  
 
    "One last prayer before dying?" 
 
    Deena nodded and they grasped hands.  
 
    They communed as their eyes lit golden. Alfred felt the strangest moment of peace as they stood before the gates. All doubt was gone. There was only one purpose and one path for them to follow now. Defeat the Sorrow, or die together.  
 
    The paladins turned to the gate and walked up to the bars. It was wrought with spells and blessings. Old and strong. The paladins grasped the bars in armoured fingers and closed their eyes. Three Magus Hearts ignited. The bars began to glow hot like molten iron. They felt the resistance of the gate, a low grumbling of defiance. They calmed their heartbeats and minds melded together as one holy light.  
 
    The gate began to buckle and melt. The iron spires at its summit glowed white hot and dripped down on the path beyond. It bent inwards and the three paladins stepped forward into the corrupted rose garden.  
 
    Alfred peered around with sadness. This had once been a place of true beauty. Cultivated for centuries, the roses grew up and around a complex structure of lattices and archways. It formed a labyrinth of sorts, with thorny bushes winding around sculptures and statues. In its heyday it would have been an explosion of colour and fragrance. Now it was the graveyard of hope.  
 
    The disease poisoning the Kingdom was at its worst here. The very soil was polluted with spores of Sorrow. The black thorns bristled across everything, an unending maw that wound its way towards the Needle. The flowers had mutated, turning ashen grey or sickly green. Many of them had bloomed single eyes that glared at them as they passed. The stalks craned at them like nosy neighbors. Thousands of petals lined the twisting path through the garden. Each one was pale and dead, blowing in the breeze. As Alfred stepped through them they crumbled to ash and sailed away. Manzak frowned at the ash petals as they passed. 
 
    "This is what happens to the world, once the Sorrow drains the life from it." 
 
    Alfred felt it too. The sadness in the air was oppressive. It clung to everything like sticky pollen. As they drew closer to the tower at the centre of the garden, Alfred noticed the familiar black tendrils writhing amongst the bushes.  
 
    "It's mutating more here. Not enough to attack us yet, I don't think." 
 
    Manzak stood before a rose stem, curling around and staring at him with a single green eye amidst its bloom.  
 
    "No, but enough to let the Green King know we're coming." 
 
    Manzak flicked his sword and cut the rose from its stem. It screeched and fell to the ground. The severed stalk dripped black sap. Deena looked up at the gargantuan tower.  
 
    "He's been planning this war a thousand years. I think he's always known we were coming." 
 
    Alfred nodded. 
 
    "Reason he convinced Oligan to hunt down everything was born with a Magus Heart. He knew he'd get us too eventually." 
 
    Manzak smiled and walked on.  
 
    "He threw his best spear and he missed." 
 
    Alfred felt a growing dread in his heart. Other than the guards at the gate, there seemed to be no one protecting the tower. He reached out and grabbed Manzak by the arm.  
 
    "I'm not sure he’s thrown all his best spears yet, Manzak." 
 
    They stood in a small courtyard in the garden. Floral archways lined the edges and between those nestled marble statues of the old races. Manticore, Karkaren, Ragle, Shaman and others stood crumbling and broken amidst choking vines. In the centre of the courtyard was a broken egg taller than any of the paladins. Chunks of shell two inches thick lay scattered on the oily grass. Phosphorescent slime glowed within. It was empty. Alfred reached out his sword and pushed the intact part of the egg over. It fell and shattered loudly in the night.  
 
    "Deena. Is this like the rock they took from your village?" 
 
    Deena looked worried. 
 
    "It's similar. But it wasn't as big as this one." 
 
    Alfred peered around the courtyard.  
 
    "I think the Green King may have let his hounds loose in the castle grounds. To deter intruders." 
 
    Manzak drew his sword.  
 
    “Fancy place like this, Alfred, makes sense he would have a few guard dogs." 
 
    Deena walked across to one of the statues. There was a small brass plaque on the plinth.  
 
    "There are dates on these. And places of battle." 
 
    Alfred walked beside her.  
 
    "I think they're commemorative." 
 
    "Commemorating what?" 
 
    A low musical voice behind them. 
 
    "When each race was believed eradicated from the world, I think." 
 
    The Manticore padded up to statue representing a beast like himself. He raised a vicious claw and brushed aside the overgrowth.  
 
    "This is the day my father was murdered. By a paladin, no less. And the day Invar Ironbound carried an egg all the way to Ironghast. This statue represents our extinction." 
 
    Manzak came up next to him and grunted.  
 
    "Well the date's wrong, Spiney. 'Cos here you are, reading your own epitaph." 
 
    This seemed to appeal to the monster. He smiled a demon grin.  
 
    "After this is all over, we must build a statue to Oligan and his master the Green King. With a date of their extinction." 
 
    Alfred saw something brutal stir within the eyes of the Manticore. His fur bristled and the deadly spines within shivered. He sniffed the air and a dark tongue licked his lips.  
 
    "I think the hounds have our trail." 
 
    Alfred stood and listened. From deep within the garden he heard branches breaking and the movement of large creatures. All three paladins drew back to back and raised their swords. Their eyes lit up and they sensed evil closing in on them. Something bounded past one of the floral archways. Black and menacing. Alfred pointed with his blade. 
 
    "Did you see? It looked like a dog." 
 
    Manzak shook his braided head. 
 
    "Too big for a dog. Dogs don't come out of eggs." 
 
    Deena cried out. 
 
    "Over there!" 
 
    Alfred turned and saw the first of the creatures pad into the courtyard. 
 
    He was right, it was the shape of a dog. Tall and sharp like a hunting hound, but it was covered in thick scaled plates from nose to feet. Its head was especially armoured, build up like a battering ram. Between the natural armour, dark green fur bristled, the colour of grass at midnight. The sensory tendrils of the Sorrow writhed around powerful jaws and it let out a low growl. Alfred estimated it was about half as tall as him again.  
 
    He narrowed his eyes.  
 
    "Well these are new." 
 
    Deena spat on the ground and adopted a fighting stance.  
 
    "The wonderful thing about the Sorrow Alfred. There's no end to the amusing shapes and sizes it can adopt. All it takes is a sick imagination." 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye Alfred saw two more shapes enter beneath the rose arches. They called to each other with sharp barks and body language.  
 
    Manzak turned to face one of the newcomers. 
 
    "Was it me, or does it sound like they're planning the most entertaining way to kill us?" 
 
    The Manticore hunched down and circled the creature. Its spines shivered in the red mane. The Sorrow Hound gave a low growl and bared teeth more metallic than white. The armour plates clamped shut around its body and it leaped towards the Manticore.  
 
    The two huge creatures became a savage churning ball of scale, fur and fangs. The Sorrow Hound gained an advantage, pinning the Manticore to the ground and snapping at his throat. His iridescent scales were like mail armour however, and the metallic teeth scraped across it with a blood curdling screech. The Manticore twisted under the beast and his prehensile tail whipped around. The scorpion sting at its end stabbed at the Sorrow Hound, battering off it like a javelin. But the thick hexagonal plates of the beast deflected the diamond-hard stinger each time in a shower of sparks.  
 
    Alfred rushed forward to help with his sword drawn, but before he could reach the Manticore, another of the Sorrow Hounds ran full force into his side. He was thrown into the air and came crashing down on a marble statue, shattering it beneath him. Alfred's helm closed over his head as he fell. Even as he began to stand the beast was already upon him. Metal teeth clamped down on Alfred's shoulder, swinging him and battering him off the low wall of the courtyard. The creature's jaws were unimaginably strong, and the pressure was agonizing. Nothing so far had been able to puncture his angelic skin, but he feared these teeth might be the first. Alfred dropped his sword and  began punching the beast's jaw, looking for an opening between the plates. Eyes like coals glared out from deep within the armoured head. From the corner of his eyes Alfred saw Deena on the ground, her sword wedged between the third Sorrow Hound's teeth, trying to keep it away from her face. Manzak was hacking at the thing's flank, sending up a shower of sparks but no blood.  
 
    Alfred gritted his teeth in frustration. It was like the Green King had designed these things specifically to fight paladins. Their teeth were fashioned for cutting through armour. Their scales so thick they deflected the sharpest sword. Up close Alfred saw the scales had a dull metallic sheen, and he realized they were infused with slowiron. These beasts were stronger than any other Sorrow spawn they had fought. And more intelligent. They seemed to work as a team, isolating and separating the group. Alfred felt the pauldron begin to buckle beneath the hound's dagger teeth. Sharp pain shot through his right side and his fingers went numb. His other hand grasped for the warhammer slung across his back but he could not reach.  
 
    The hound slammed him into the wall and for a moment Alfred felt his consciousness fade. He slammed the armour plated creature with is fist and heard the dull clang in reply.  
 
    With the last of his clear thought, Alfred calmed his mind and focused on channeling the holy power running through his blood. He opened his fist and the fingers of his gauntlet glowed like sunlight. With a cry, Alfred grasped the cranial plate of the hound. It hissed and steamed as the slowiron heated under the burning light. At first the Sorrow Hound bit down harder in pain, causing Alfred to cry out as he felt his armour buckle further.  
 
    The armoured scale framing the monster's face started to glow white-hot and soften, melting down on its snout. The hound yelped and released. It drew back and shook its head furiously as if trying to dislodge a meddlesome tick. Alfred seized the moment, struggling to his feet and unslinging the warhammer from his back.  
 
    As the creature hissed and spat, trying to shake the molten metal free from its scalp, Alfred swung. Droplets of liquid slowiron spattered the paving stones and metallic fangs flew loose into the garden wall. The monster staggered back, drooling black blood. Alfred wasted no time and swung again. The exposed skull, now unprotected by sorcerous metal, shattered like a black egg and the creature sank to the floor.  
 
    Alfred staggered out of its way and saw Deena had hallowed the ground in a circle around her. Angallic script glowed in white flame on the flagstones. The Sorrow Hound stood just outside it, snapping and snarling at her. Every time it put a clawed foot on the consecrated earth, it drew back with a yelp. Deena's sword lay just outside the circle, just beyond her reach. Alfred could see the frustration on her face as she stretched for the blade. He shouted across.  
 
    "Deena! The Light That Burns!" 
 
    Deena frowned at him and saw the pulped monster on the ground. She glanced at Manzak and he nodded. Their eyes lit up as they communed and holy power rose within. In unison their hands burst into white flame and they launched themselves at the Sorrow Hound, hooking their hands in any gaps in the armour plating and gripping tight. Grappling the creature for all they were worth.  
 
    The hound began to glow like something new-forged, bucking and thrashing to free itself from the armoured foes.  
 
    As the plates began to soften, Deena and Manzak let go and leapt back. Deena picked up her sword and drove it into the neck of the beast and Manzak thrust his sword between the shoulder blades. The creature howled and spasmed. It sank down into the ground like a pile of melted slag.  
 
    The three paladins ran to assist the fight against the remaining Sorrow Hound, but the Manticore had already gained the advantage. It had the beast pinned on its back, kicking and scratching. The creature's unarmored belly was exposed and the Manticore thrust down with his stinging tail and delivered the killing blow. The creature jerked as the venom worked its way through its system. In moments the skin started to dissolve from its bones until it was just a bloody pulp loosely held together by armored plates. The Manticore stepped back and padded around its kill, smiling. It had a couple of ragged wounds in its haunches, but paid them no heed.  
 
    Alfred scanned the rose garden, waiting for more enemies to emerge. Deena walked up to him, cleaning the black blood from her blade. She was breathing hard.  
 
    "We've killed the guard dogs, Alfred. Now let's go and kill their master." 
 
    Alfred looked to the tower at the centre of the garden and nodded.  
 
    "He knows we are coming for him now." 
 
    Manzak strode past them and gestured to Alfred's warhammer. 
 
    "He might do, but it’s polite to knock anyway, Bookworm." 
 
    The paladins and the Manticore arrived at the double doors to the King's Needle. It was well known the main doors had been blessed a thousand years before with many spells to make them impenetrable.  
 
    He looked doubtfully at his companions. Manzak gave a sly grin. 
 
    “Never call something impregnable. Or unsinkable.” 
 
    Alfred focused holy power into the warhammer. The diamond hammerhead ignited brilliant white and he swung. To his amazement the doors shattered into a thousand prices of wood and iron with a crash that shook the ground.  
 
    They stood there in the settling dust, staring at the hammer.  
 
    Manzak raised his dark brows and smiled.  
 
    "You're getting better with that, Alfred." 
 
    Alfred nodded, trying to conceal his own shock, and they stepped inside. The tower was deserted. No blackguards, no Witchfinders. Only a wide marble staircase spiraling up into the tower. Deena advanced carefully ahead to the foot of the stairs.  
 
    "There's nobody here. I was expecting a fight." 
 
    Manzak stepped up beside her. 
 
    "Me too. It's more ominous there isn't one." 
 
    The Manticore sniffed the air.  
 
    "I can smell the Sorrow, worse than ever. But no humans." 
 
    Alfred nodded and tightened his grip on the hammer.  
 
    "Only one direction left.” 
 
    They looked up at the spiraling staircase lit with torches and began to climb.  
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    Even to their preternatural limbs, it felt like they were climbing a mountain. The spiraling staircase was false summit after false summit, mezzanine after mezzanine.  
 
    And still not a soul in sight.  
 
    As they ascended, they saw the walls were covered in a morass of quivering black tendrils and inky vines. The floor too was writhing in the vegetation, making each step perilous.  
 
    Wispy mist hung in the air the higher they climbed. It reeked of corruption and stung their throats. After what felt like hours they arrived at a broad mezzanine with many passages leading off. They gathered there to compose themselves. Alfred's hand strayed to the folded parchment he kept within his armour.  
 
    The Prayer of Light and Venom was still there.  
 
    Their one best hope of defeating the Green King. The Manticore drew up beside Alfred and sat on its haunches. His wounds looked painful but if he was suffering he made no show of it.  
 
    "It is still there, little knight." 
 
    Alfred patted the page and gave the creature a nervous smile.  
 
    "But what if my voice fails me? What if it does not work?" 
 
    The Manticore glanced up the staircase.  
 
    "Are you going to make a lifelong cynic lecture you on faith, paladin?" 
 
    Alfred sighed. He looked in concern at the Manticore's wounds.  
 
    "Remember, I need you in there. This won't work without your blood. But I don't want any more than I need." 
 
    The Manticore flashed his vicious teeth.  
 
    "I have blood to spare. But do you really think this Sorrow Lord is going to give you a chance to recite prayer? He knows that tongue, it's the language of his fathers. He will fear it, and when he hears it he will not hesitate to kill you." 
 
    Alfred had thought of this many times on their journey to Monolith. He feared after all this time and effort, they would all be killed outright as soon as they entered the throne room.  
 
    "We don't know what will happen, exactly, do we? We'll just have to try to hold him off as long as we can until I can say the words." 
 
    The Manticore's sculpted brow rose. 
 
    "And? Do any of us know what really happens?" 
 
    Alfred shook his head. 
 
    "No. I suppose where the faith part comes in." 
 
    A dry voice called to them from one of the gloomy passageways.  
 
    "Have you come to pay respects to your King?" 
 
    Alfred turned and saw a woman emerge from the dark. Or it had once been a woman. Tall and slender, with a wash of hair cascading down her shoulders. But her face was like something dried in the sun for a hundred years. Grey skin a molding fruit. Her eyes old black graves. She held a bow in her hand, notched with a crooked arrow tipped with barbed head. The arrowhead smoked but was not burning.  
 
    The Manticore cocked his head at her and gave a cruel grin.  
 
    "So you are the beauty King Oligan sacrificed his realm, his sanity and his soul for. I can see the attraction." 
 
    The Queen gazed at him like he was a dream.  
 
    "You should be a statue in a rose garden. Now we have to adjust the date on the plaque. After you die today." 
 
    Deena looked from the Manticore to the woman.  
 
    "Who are you?" 
 
    The Manticore gave his best diplomatic tone.  
 
    "Why this is Queen Cassandra the first of Vassonia. Consort to King Oligan Rathratta. She is the jewel the Sorrow used all these years to seduce Oligan." 
 
    Alfred stepped forward with his hammer raised.  
 
    "You know it is all over for Oligan, my lady. If you have any love for him, you know this is a mercy. You know the Sorrow is the true king now." 
 
    Cassandra offered him a pitying smile. Alfred could see there was almost nothing human left about her. She was essentially a corpse, animated by the Sorrow parasite within.  
 
    "The Sorrow is always the true King. I slept with Oligan for five years before I fell into death. But I lived in sleep with the Green King for forty. Oligan is burdened by kingship. It destroyed him. He can lay crown down now, and be a husband, and a father to our girls." 
 
    Alfred shook his head. He could feel the madness from this deluded creature. Something that once dreamed it was a woman.  
 
    "You don't believe that. Look what it's done to you. What's it's done to your family and your realm with its false promises. House Rathratta is done, my lady. We have come to tear it down." 
 
    Queen Cassandra raised the bow and gently tugged on the string. Alfred could see the arrow was soaked in some enchantment, but it was nothing he had seen before.  
 
    "Even if you could pierce our armour, Cassandra, I doubt you pierce our skin. Others have tried." 
 
    Cassandra looked at the smoking arrowhead. She drew the bowstring back a little further.  
 
    "My true king had the same problem a thousand years ago, in the old war. Those spirits inside you, they terrorized us for years, driving us to shelter from their flaming wings. We tried every sorcery we could to kill them, but we could not. So we tried something else. We displaced them." 
 
    Alfred felt a dread growing within. He stepped closer to the Queen, trying to shield his friends. He prepared himself to charge at her if he had to. The Queen continued in her age old voice.  
 
    "The Sorrow poured all its power into creating a few spears and arrows, no more than a handful really. They did not kill the angels that plagued us. Instead they opened portals back to the place we are from. A place disconnected from Angall's light. A place of darkness, fear and hunger. Have you ever placed a glass over a candle? Starved of air it extinguishes. For all I know the ones we sent there a thousand years ago are still there, crying out for the light. To a god who can never hear their prayers again." 
 
    She suddenly extended the bow and let the arrow fly towards Alfred's heart. Alfred could only watch as it hurtled towards him. He heard a cry beside him.  
 
    "Alfred!" 
 
    Before he knew it Alfred was crumpled on the floor. He looked down to his breastplate but could find no shaft protruding from him.  
 
    He turned his head and saw Manzak on his knees next to him. The black arrow had lodged in his shoulder between the plates. He looked down at it in curiosity. Alfred reached out.  
 
    "Manzak!" 
 
    Manzak looked up with a puzzled frown.  
 
    "It's the strangest thing, Bookworm..." 
 
    Alfred watched in horror as the feathered end of the arrow turned into a tiny black hole in the air. It grew and grew until a window of night hung suspended. Manzak began to drift into it as if he was paint not yet dried. His form sagged and distorted and the colours ran. He was sucked into the hole and it closed behind him. The arrow hung there in the air for a moment and clattered to the floor.  
 
    Alfred stared in shock and turned to the Queen. She grinned.  
 
    "Come, follow me. I have arrows for all of you." 
 
    Alfred picked up his hammer with a cry and began to charge. Deena grabbed him and pulled him back. Golden tears stung her cheeks.  
 
    "Alfred, no! She's trying to draw you away from the Green King. I'll deal with her and Oligan. I'll get our revenge. I promise." 
 
    The Queen mocked and started to retreat back into the passageway.  
 
    "Come on, little flame headed one. Let me see righteous anger. I can feel that angel of revenge burning bright inside you." 
 
    The Manticore stepped forward and released a flurry of silver spines from his mane. They impaled the stonework around the doorway and rung like musical instruments. But the Queen was gone, merged back into the shadows.  
 
    Alfred was breathing hard. He could not process the sudden loss of Manzak. He shook his head.  
 
    "No Deena, we have to keep going. Together." 
 
    Deena shook her head.  
 
    "So she can pick us off one by one? She knows this place. There won't be any of us left at the top of this staircase if we don't stop her. Look what she did." 
 
    The Queen had vanished into the gloom. The Manticore padded close to Deena.  
 
    "She's right. Cassandra will go to Oligan. We cannot allow a single speck of Sorrow infested family to live. I will come with you little one. We will finish house Rathratta for good." 
 
    Alfred put a gauntlet on the creature's mane.  
 
    "No. I know you want your revenge, but it's not Oligan behind all of this, not really. He's a poor used fool underneath, and it's cost him his kingdom. If you want revenge, let's kill the source." 
 
    Deena gripped her sword and pulled away from Alfred.  
 
    "I can finish her. And Rathratta when I find him. Both of you, go!" 
 
    Alfred felt the awful pull of conflict. He was still reeling from the loss of Manzak, and the thought of the same thing happening to Deena was panic inducing. But he knew she was right.  
 
    "Be careful, Deena. What those arrows can do. I can't..." 
 
    She stooped at the doorway and held his gaze. Their eyes glowed golden for a moment, communing.  
 
    "You won't. Take him, and finish the Sorrow. We came to clean the house, let's clean it right." 
 
    "I love you." 
 
    He had already said it before he could stop himself. Deena's breathing quickened and he saw the conflict in her eyes.  
 
    "I'm not going to reply to just before you risk your life. Because I won't be able to leave." 
 
    Deena turned and sped down the passage after the Queen. Alfred watched her go and fought not to follow her. The Manticore spoke next to him.  
 
    "She's faster than you. And cleverer I think." 
 
    Alfred nodded and turned from the passageway. Back to the rising staircase.  
 
    "Right on both counts, monster." 
 
    The Manticore skulked to the foot of the stairs.  
 
    "Shall we finish what we've started?" 
 
    Alfred and the Manticore made their way up the final turn of the torch lit staircase. In front of them were the throne room doors, ajar.  
 
    A cold wind blew from within as if the door led to a northern mountain range rather than a throne room. Alfred paused and strained his angelic senses. The Manticore sniffed the air.  
 
    "There is little left of this world in there. We're stepping in to where the Sorrow is from. An enclave he wants to spread across the world." 
 
    Alfred looked at the creature next to him. The last of a species men had feared for centuries. Everything about it was predatory and dangerous. Yet here they stood. Outside the door of the true enemy. He gave the Manticore a small sad smile.  
 
    "Had many visions and dreams since this all started. But never this one. Never you and I standing outside this door. Ready to face whatever is inside. Invar would have found it funny, had someone told him this was the future, when he first stepped inside that cave with his own master." 
 
    The Manticore smiled back, a gesture all clenched fangs. 
 
    "I think that is why your god made this Prayer of Light and Venom. The only way it works is if you and I are allies, willing to bleed for each other. Two beings should be set against each other. It's not just sorcery can defeat the Green King. It's all of us, knowing who the real enemy is." 
 
    Alfred nodded and weighed his hammer in his fists.  
 
    "Let’s go and meet him." 
 
    They prized open the door and stepped inside.  
 
    There was little of the throne room left to see. Every inch of wall and ceiling was covered in the strange grey vegetation of the Sorrow. Oily black vines pulsating like veins. Thick knotted vegetation spewing ash. What looked like mouths drooling green mucous grew from the matter on the walls, opening and closing in silent words. The steps in the centre of the room still led up to the dais where the king's throne had always sat. But the chair, once beaten gold was now a gnarled skeleton made of black thorns and twisted limbs. Pale smoke rose from it, lit by source unseen.  
 
    There on the throne sat a thin man. His grey hair hung lank on drawn cheeks. The lips were tight and drawn, leaving a protruding skull smile. But the eyes gazing upon them were sad and lost. His stick limbs were wrapped in black silk and a green velvet doublet fastened across his chest. There was no crown on his head.  
 
    He looked like a man with the worries of the world on his shoulders, and he paid them no heed when Alfred and the Manticore entered.  
 
    Alfred recognized the man instantly. It was the Witchfinder Merrick Clay, who had first hunted him down at the seminary in Vassonia. Or rather it was the body of the man. Alfred's angelic eyes could immediately see the Witchfinder was long gone. Sacrificed to the greater will who now occupied the form. An entity worming and straining inside the tight confines of the human body.  
 
    It reminded Alfred of himself in some ways. The way the angelic spirit inside him needed to be contained within the armour, lest the power of it overwhelm the limited confines of his form. He could feel the power from this being, raw and pulsating.  
 
    But it was far from angelic. It was an awful suffering, a starvation without a death.  
 
    He stepped closer to the Green King along the length of the throne room. As he walked, the putrid vines and mutated matter drew back from him in pain, creating a path.  
 
    The Green King sat there, his chin resting forlornly on one fist, staring vacantly into the distance. He spoke as Alfred approached. The voice was cultured and soft. Not the voice of the Witchfinder he remembered at all.  
 
    "Come in, come in. I'm unarmed. There's no one else here." 
 
    Alfred walked up to the steps at the foot of the dais. He held his warhammer ready, waiting for an attack. The Green King merely gestured to a low table at the side of the dais, where a jug and three cups sat.  
 
    "There is wine. Feel free to help yourself. No formality here." 
 
    Alfred stood still, unsure what to do. This was not at all the reception he had expected. Nor the great enemy he had imagined. This frail being sat on a blackened throne looked diminished and melancholy. The Manticore padded behind Alfred, sniffing the room for threats. Alfred squared his shoulders and spoke. 
 
    "Do you know why we are here?" 
 
    The Green King glanced down at him and waved a lackluster hand in the air.  
 
    "You are likely here to do me violence. To burn me, torture me, wipe my existence clean from the world. You're here to purify me. You see me as unclean. At least, it’s what the little sliver of god inside you wants. You? I can't hear your voice over all the clamor for justice and retribution from that wailing seraph inside you. So I don't know what you want. But at a guess, I'd say you want wine....Alfred." 
 
    Alfred felt a disturbing shiver at the mention of his name. He knew that the Green King had either plucked it from the dormant memories of Merrick Clay, or pulled it from Alfred's own brain like catching a fish.  He glared up at the king.  
 
    "Do you know the damage you have done? The harm you do now? If you get out into the world unshackled, this around us becomes the world. You have to be contained." 
 
    The Green King sat back on his throne with a bemused look.  
 
    "Contained? Been contained for the last thousand years. Under a mountain's weight of rock at first, and in that reliquary Rathratta built. Before that, before your world even cooled, I was contained for ten thousand more years in the darkest dungeon in a forgotten place in the stars. By your god, who you call Angall. Because I was an embarrassment. A failed experiment at creation. Made using residue that now glues your world together. What you call sorcery. Magic. What you will struggle to believe, Alfred, is I did not want to be woken up again. I had found a degree of peace." 
 
    Alfred was incredulous this eater of worlds could even speak of peace. The world was still scarred from the last war with his kind.  
 
    "Peace? What about you is peace? All you do is destroy and murder." 
 
    The Green king leaned forward and swept the lank hair from his face. His eyes misted over in an old memory.  
 
    "We lost the last war and I dug myself deep beneath the earth. Like your bears in winter, I fell into sleep. I stayed asleep. I dreamed of the world above, saw and heard it through the minds of you little creatures while you dreamed. But I had no desire to wake. It was the fanatical hooded brothers of vicissitude like this body once belonged to. They came seeking me out, digging and scraping in the rock. Dragging my broken form back to wakefulness. I was too weak to move, so they built me a cage of mist. I was too weak to feed, so they brought me Magus Hearts, little morsels they threw into my prison. All I wanted to do was go back to sleep, but they would not let me. I had forgotten the taste of magic when they threw me those first morsels. Forgotten the need. They weaned me back on it again." 
 
    Alfred put a hand on his chest where he kept the Prayer of Light and Venom hidden behind the breastplate.  
 
    "We know what the brothers of vicissitude were. And they are no more. We know they brought you back and nourished you. But you must take responsibility for your crimes." 
 
    The Green king leaned his chin on his hand and tapped a cheekbone with one long finger.  
 
    "But am I responsible for my crimes? Have you seen the lowliest creature, a spider or worm, half crushed and mutilated? Yet still trying to crawl, trying to function. Life is a terrible affliction. No matter how intolerable, how full of wickedness and suffering it is, still we cling to it with our bloodied fingernails. Devoid of dignity, of beauty, of purpose. We cling for all we are worth." 
 
    Alfred looked at the possessed body, assimilated into the Sorrow. He had feared and hated the Witchfinder Merrick Clay since he had first set eyes upon him. But now he strangely pitied the abused husk of this man. But not the thing inside. It had killed too many innocent people. Incised the Magus Heart from children to feed its hunger.  
 
    "You want me to pity you?" 
 
    The Green King shook his head with a sad smile.  
 
    "No. That is not what I want from you. The hunger came back and it came in force. I could think of nothing else. No matter what magic I was fed still I starved. I despised every moment of this waking existence, but like a crushed spider I was compelled to keep trying to crawl. I will crawl all across this world. I will drain it of every last drop of its lifeblood. I will leave it a desert. I will consume everything and still I will starve." 
 
    Alfred placed the head of his warhammer on the floor and leaned on the pommel with both hands. He levelled his gaze at the demon.  
 
    "So what do you want from me, your highness?" 
 
    The Green King opened his hands wide.  
 
    "I want you to stop me. Because I cannot stop. My need takes over and my body survives at all costs. I want you to give in to that vengeful spiteful slave of light inside you. Smite me. Isn't that what paladins do?" 
 
    Alfred glanced at the Manticore. The beast was buying none of this. It crouched, poised and ready with its venomous tail raised.  He spoke across to Alfred. 
 
    "People say we Manticores can charm a man into killing himself with our voice, Alfred. But even I have never heard a liar as accomplished as this. He even lies to himself, to absolve himself of sins." 
 
    Alfred looked back at the thin man in the chair above. He thought of his father, mother and brothers, burned to death protecting him. He thought of the priests Astara, Phillip of Tyne, Ruven, Carleon, and Artio. All murdered. He thought of the other aspirants that trained with him and journeyed into the Torrent. All killed by the Sorrow too. Invar Ironbound, a noble paladin, polluted and corrupted by the essence of the thing sat before him. Manzak, his brother in the light, who had fought by his side with courage. Banished to some nether realm alone.  
 
    And Deena. Whilst Deena lived she would always be a threat to the Sorrow. It would kill her if it could. Alfred thought of all the loss and sacrifice to get him to where he now stood. He raised his warhammer to his shoulder and channeled the light. The diamond hammerhead lit up.  
 
    "I am Alfred Sorrowhammer, first Knight of the Blaze, guardian of the Order of Ashes, servant of the Lord of Illumination. You have your wish, Green King of nothing. If oblivion is a mercy to you, I have a gift for you. I sentence you to death, in the name of everyone who no longer has a voice to demand it, because of you." 
 
    The Green King closed his eyes and sighed. A tiny smile spread across the thin lips.  
 
    "Thank you. But you will still fail. The craving your gods instilled in me will not allow it." 
 
    Alfred started up the steps towards the throne with his warhammer raised. One good strike and the Sorrow would plague the world no longer. As he got closer, the Green King began to shake uncontrollably. The seizure was as violent as anything Alfred had ever seen. His neck suddenly twisted and snapped, the face now turned upwards at a disturbing angle. The contortions reminded Alfred of the insult and mutation the Sorrow had done to Invar's body. He raised the hammer high and cried out. 
 
    Tendrils shot from the Green King's mouth as his jaw opened almost to his knees. They wrapped around the hammer and wrenched it from Alfred's grasp. Alfred was shocked at the strength this thing possessed. He twisted to draw his sword.  
 
    The Green King's hand exploded, fingers flying loose. Erupting from the stump a club of bone slammed into Alfred's chest. The next thing Alfred knew he had crashed into the far wall with masonry falling around him. His senses were rattled.  
 
    For a moment Alfred was back in the seminary in his priestly robes. He was kneeling before the ornate phoenix in the shrine room, praying to Angall to remove the blessing from his heart. Alfred wanted to stay there, in the quiet room with the candles and incense. He remembered in the shrine room that night he had a waking vision of Deena, the warrior maiden with the flaming hair. He was terrified of her then. The thought of her was enough to clear his head.  
 
    "Deena." 
 
    Alfred opened his eyes and struggled to his feet, throwing chunks of rubble from his body. He unsheathed his sword and stepped through the dust. The sight that greeted him made him stop in is tracks.  
 
    The creature on the dais before him was so deformed and mutated it was unrecognizable as a man. The head had shifted around to one side of the ribcage. It was elongated and distended, the mouth working in slurred words. Where it once was, something similar to a bluebottle had emerged, wings and bulbous body buzzing atop a pale neck. The club arm had softened into a grasping tentacle that whipped through the air before it. Myriad limbs had burst from the torso. Some crustacean, some insect, others vegetable matter scrabbling for dominance. Thorned vines with poisonous barbs emerged from its feet and thrashed around the dais. In the bloated torso of the creature, pale and inflamed, something glowed through the skin.  
 
    A Magus Heart.  
 
    It disgusted Alfred to see this abomination copy the very thing fed to it for decades. He did not deserve it. He was a parasite of magic. It was all stolen. 
 
    Alfred drew his sword and advanced. Suddenly the Manticore leapt and attacked the creature. The Green King was now three times its size, but the Manticore slashed and gored with claws and fangs. The body of the mutation was rubbery and bloodless, springing back from attack or opening painlessly. The Manticore curled its tail and thrust its stinger into the bloated torso. He injected the concentrated venom of an entire race into him.  
 
    This the Green King felt.  
 
    He thrashed and clubbed at the Manticore again and again. The iridescent scales were chipped off like shards of crystal, but the Manticore held on, stinging wherever he could. Alfred reached the dais and imbued his sword with holy light. It burst into white flame and he drove it into the body of the king.  
 
    Beneath the ribcage, the distended human face lurched around and glared at Alfred with dead eyes. Another bone-tipped limb erupted from his chest and smashed Alfred on the shoulder, dropping him to his knees. Alfred felt the judder down to his bones and the floor cracked beneath his feet.  
 
    He looked up at the warped face and saw a lop-sided grin emerge. The creature lurched and threw the Manticore on the floor. He yowled and Alfred heard something break.  
 
    Alfred staggered back and fell on the floor beside the Manticore. He felt suddenly exhausted, like he had used up whatever reserves of magic were pooled inside his Magus Heart. The Green King lurched forward on a motley collection of limbs, more spikes emerging from his skin.  
 
    Alfred gathered his magic and slammed a palm down on the floor. The area around him lit up, Angallic script forming on the flagstones in white fire. The Green King stepped a single limb into the circle and drew back with a high pitched whine.  
 
    Alfred kept his palm on the floor, trying to maintain the hallowed ground. But his strength was failing. He grabbed the Manticore's mane and shook.  
 
    "Wake up!" 
 
    The creature turned with a groan and Alfred saw that one foreleg was badly broken. He held it above the floor, clawed paw hanging loose. His usually sonorous voice was wracked with pain. 
 
    "I think...it may be time to say your prayers, young lord." 
 
    Alfred reached awkwardly into his armour and drew out the page. He shook it open and tried to read the ancient tongue. After a moment his head sagged in pain. 
 
    "I can't hallow this ground and channel the prayer at the same time. I'm too weak." 
 
    The Manticore spat blood and licked his broken paw with a dark tongue.  
 
    "I can give you the time you need." 
 
    Alfred looked the predator in his sunset eyes. He shook his head.  
 
    "But you're the last. You're the last one." 
 
    The Manticore smiled through its pain. 
 
    "Start reading." 
 
    With a thrust of his hind legs the Manticore leapt from the hallowed circle onto the body of the Green King. The monster smashed at it with bone limbs, stabbed it with thorns. The Manticore howled in pain but bit down hard on the mutated face of the Sorrow Lord.  
 
    Alfred let the hallowed ground dissipate and fumbled with the page. He laid it out on the floor and tried to focus his mind on the mysterious runes. His eyes blurred over the words, trying to decipher. But it was just marks on a page. He couldn’t focus. He took a deep breath and tried to shut out the carnage. He blinked once and suddenly the words became clear. Alfred cleared his throat of blood and he began to pray.  
 
    The words flowed from him and with each one he uttered, the markings on the page lit up. To his ears it did not sound like language at all, but music made by seas and storms.  
 
    The Manticore fought on, but was succumbing to its many wounds. The Green King issued a hiss and impaled the beast through the chest with a spiked limb. He threw the Manticore down the steps and he tumbled and landed before Alfred.  
 
    Alfred's words caught in his throat. The Manticore was broken and bloodied, a mortal wound through his heart. He tried to speak but could only choke on blood. The dark tongue flickered at the lips. Alfred tried to read the page but tears were blocking his vision. He rubbed his face and saw the Manticore nodding imperceptibly.  
 
    On the dais, the Green King was shambling forward, mutating and growing larger by the moment. He dragged himself down the steps towards Alfred.  
 
    Alfred took a breath and read the last line of the prayer aloud. He leaned forward and placed his hand on the Manticore's fatal wound. He brought it back and opened his fingers wide. He looked up at the Green King as he slammed his palm down on the page, sealing the spell with blood.  
 
    The blood absorbed into the vellum and the lettering grew brighter. It made the Green King stop, but it was not what made him turn.  
 
    What caused the mutated Sorrow Lord to twist his unwieldy torso was the fissure that was opening in the air behind him. A syrupy slow bolt of lightning hanging in the air. It crackled for a moment and opened wide. Alfred was servant of the light, and even he was blinded by the severity of the glare that poured from the rift. A sound issued forth from it, a rumbling of worlds moving. Alfred shielded his eyes and tried to look.  
 
    The Green King shied before the fissure. A look of terror and shame on his warped face. And something else Alfred could not at first place. 
 
    Childishness.  
 
    It reminded him of the look he gave his father as a boy when he had stolen apples from the neighbor’s tree. The Green King's many limbs crumbled into powder and he was left on one knee, diminishing into the size of a man. Soon he was almost the thin figure Alfred had first seen, except for a twisted quality that remained.  
 
    Alfred tried to look into the light but it was too painful.  
 
    The Green King also covered his face. He spoke in a voice as pitiful as it was scared.  
 
    "Fathers. Do you all come to finish the job? To cleanse the day of me? I have prayed to you a thousand nights to no reply! If you cannot love me, I beg that you bring me home, to take this hunger from me and let me sleep." 
 
    Alfred tried for many years to describe what happened next, but his memory just was not there. He recalled a cacophony of voices from the fissure. The next thing Alfred knew, he woke up on the cold stone floor. 
 
    The fissure was gone. The Green King was gone. The body of the Manticore was gone.  
 
    He stood and looked around. Whatever warped version of life the Sorrow had grown in the throne room had burnt to ashes that drifted around the corners of the room. Alfred picked up his hammer and leaned on it to support himself. Exhaustion flooded through his veins. He tried to recall the words that cacophony of voices had said. They were just outside his grasp. Alfred looked around the room. Apart from the dust, it was as if the Green King had never been there.  
 
    If Deena could have heard those voices. 
 
    Alfred pushed himself straight and gathered his strength. This was not over yet. The Greens King's power in the world would fade, but this night, Deena was still in danger. Alfred ran from the throne room, kicking the doors open as he went. He released the mote of light from his chest, and followed where it led.  
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    Alfred smashed his hammer into the door with all his might. After three tries the enchanted oak finally gave and shattered in two.  
 
    He barged inside and into the queen's bedchamber. The room was opulent marble and cushions scattered across a low featherbed. But the stench of ruin permeated everything. Silk curtains billowed before a wide veranda that looked over the smoking city. Alfred could hear the shouts of revolution, the clash of steel on steel rising from far below.  
 
    Queen Cassandra stood in from of the wide arch that led to the balcony. Deena was on her knees in front of her, her eyes looking up at Alfred, full of defiance. Cassandra had the black arrowhead to Deena's throat. A thin line of blood was trickling down to her pale collarbone. Her voice echoed in the high chamber.  
 
    "Stay where you are, paladin. Or I release the angel inside her to the void, and all her blood with it." 
 
    Alfred felt a stab of fear. Deena was disarmed, her sword on the floor. He looked up at the queen. Her already diseased skin was putrefying by the minute.  
 
    "Your master is dead. You must already sense that. Which means that you are dying too. The war is over, Queen Cassandra. The Sorrow lost and there is no more fighting to be done. Put the knife down and let her go." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cassandra cast him a hateful look.  
 
    "Do you think we won't be back again, paladin? Have you learned nothing from history? From all those books?" 
 
    Alfred glanced around the room, trying to find some advantage. There was none. But he fixed her gaze anyway.  
 
    "And we will be here if you ever return. Hammer in hand." 
 
    Alfred could not stop looking at the knife. The eldritch blade was cutting open the most precious thing in the world. The queen's hand was a mottled green and flesh colour, webbed with black veins. Alfred was fast, even in his armour faster than any human alive. But he would not be quick enough to prevent that dark blade flicking across Deena's neck. He felt desperate and without a plan. Like the old Alfred who had no power. He raised a gauntlet and felt emotion rise in his throat. He locked eyes with Deena for a moment. She seemed more angry than anything else. Her eyes flicked across the marble floor to where her sword lay just out of reach.  
 
    Alfred started to put down his hammer, letting the hammerhead rest on the floor. He kept his hand raised, fingers splayed in a quiescent gesture.  
 
    His heart fluttered and his mind raced.  
 
    He meant to negotiate with the queen, to beg even. He even thought those were the words that were coming out of his mouth as he said them. He spoke as his fist closed back around the hammer.  
 
    "If one more drop of blood runs down her neck, I am going to pound you into dust on this floor. I'll bring this whole tower down on you." 
 
    Alfred felt old memorized words of power rise within him. The ones that had extinguished the Torrent and brought a ceiling down on them in the ruined city. A Prayer of Dusk and Fury. His armour began to glow faint golden. There was a moment of emotion in the queen's dark eyes. Could it have been fear? For an instant the knife moved millimeters away from Deena's skin. Cassandra gave a small smile that showed her rotten brown teeth.  
 
    "That sounds like Angall, lord of illumination speaking. That's your crusader god's idea of justice, isn't it? Of routing out impurity." 
 
    Alfred stood tall, facing the putrid queen and picking up his hammer.  
 
    "You and all your kind are a festering wound. You poison everything you touch. Yes, I am here to clean this house in all its dark corners. Including you. There is no escape for you." 
 
    The queen snorted in derision.  
 
    "Like you cleansed your master, Invar? My daughter told me how she gave him her gift. Gave his blood creativity and poetry, set it free from your rigid rules of mass and form. He could have become something beautiful and new. But you cleansed him, didn't you? You saw him as an aberration and ruined him with your sword. Is that justice?" 
 
    Alfred's mind flashed with the face of Invar ironbound. The knight who had dedicated his life to rescuing the hunted from the Sorrow. Who had trained Alfred and Deena to prepare them for the war. Who had finally succumbed to the evil that he fought. Alfred remembered his tainted black blood flowing free. It made him shiver. For a moment he wavered.  
 
    "I did for him only what he asked me. Set him free from the curse you put him under. From becoming the one thing he fought against all this time. It was a mercy." 
 
    Queen Cassandra glanced down at Deena kneeling in front of her. Her decaying hand gripped tight on Deena's red hair, yanking back her head. Deena spat and gritted her teeth. Cassandra's croaking voice whispered.  
 
    "And if I gave her my essence? Gif her blood with the fate of the Sorrow? I wonder what it would do to something already fused with an angel. It could create some beautiful new form, something unseen and unknown. Or it could kill us all. I would be interested to see. Would you be?" 
 
    Alfred and Deena's eyes locked. He knew that he could not let that happen. He could not see her perfection sullied by the queen's poison. He could see everything she wanted in her eyes. She wanted Alfred to let go of the spirit of justice inside him. To bring the entire tower down upon them all. To Deena, a glorious death was not something to be feared. She spoke across to Alfred. 
 
    "If you don't do something about this rotting bitch, I will." 
 
    Alfred had no wisdom and no magic left to save them both. He knew he would not be able to live after seeing Deena killed. So he readied the Prayer of Dusk and Fury within him. It would bring the tower down, he knew that. Thousands of tons of rock would pour down on them all. He did not know how strong their bodies were. He doubted even flesh infused with angelic spirit could survive that.  
 
    He readied himself to release the charge. The queen saw this and the knife dug a little deeper into Deena's skin. She winced as a trickle of blood ran beneath her armour. The queen spoke to Alfred and it was almost pleading.  
 
    "You cannot blame me for what we are trying to do. It was your god who made me this way. They tried to create life and they did! Just not the life they wanted. How wearisome it is to be an unloved child. To be inconvenient to your fathers." 
 
    Alfred thought of his family, brutally murdered in their home by Witchfinders. He thought of Deena's little brother, carried away into the night to be torn apart by the Sorrowbeasts. He thought of Master Phillip and the other pilgrims, killed by Sorrow warped Wendigo. He thought of all the loss.  
 
    "I would not know, my queen. I have no one left to be disappointed in me. You and yours made sure of that." 
 
    Alfred felt the blessing sing its first note within him. He prepared to release it. To bring an end to it all. An unexpected voice spoke from outside on the veranda. It made Alfred stop.  
 
    "Cassandra, my love. Come stand on the balcony with me, like we used to. We can drink wine together." 
 
    The queen turned her head and looked at the outline of a figure standing behind the billowing silk curtains. Her brow furrowed in confusion. When she spoke her voice was different. More human and cracking with emotion.  
 
    "Oligan?" 
 
    King Oligan Rathratta stepped out into view. He was dressed in flowing purple robes of kingship. He wore his elaborately engraved bronze mask. A handsome regal face surveying his realm. He held up the bottle and two wooden cups.  
 
    "We used to come to this balcony a lot, in our younger years, didn't we?" 
 
    Cassandra's eyes gazed inward for a moment, searching her polluted brain for traces of who she was.  
 
    "I...I think we did. I find much hard to remember, Oligan." 
 
    Oligan stepped out towards the railing. He gestured up to the stars and the waning moon.  
 
    "We did. We used to come out here on midsummer nights like this, when the moon was bright and full. We would oversee the city together, look over all we ruled. We would drink wine like this. The southern red I would sit and drink alone in front of your tomb while you slept all those years." 
 
    Cassandra let the knife slip a little from Deena's neck. The queen's face worked, trying to untangle the prisoner memories the Sorrow had locked away. She looked up at him, a smile on her sickly features showing her brown teeth. Her voice wavered as she caught traces of the past.  
 
    "I knew you were there Oligan. Even though I was sleeping, I could hear your voice, I could feel you. It was so cold in there, floating in that brine. But you kept me warm in the dark. Like I was drowned and you were king under the sea." 
 
    Oligan gave a blissful laugh beneath his mask.  
 
    "Oh I remember. We would have long conversations, deep into the night. Although I admit, I did most of the talking." 
 
    Oligan paused for a moment. His mask tilted down to the red haired girl, bleeding at his wife's feet. Across at the armored young man. Alfred saw his shoulders rise and fall and thought he seemed to sigh beneath his mask. He turned back to Cassandra.  
 
    "There is a different view out there tonight. Come and see, my dear." 
 
    Cassandra wavered. She looked down at the red haired paladin.  
 
    "But our enemies. They bring the light. They want to kill us, wipe our memory clean from the world. As they always have. The Sorrow must stand. House Rathratta must endure. We are forever married to each other now." 
 
    Oligan moved closer to the railing. He gazed out across the city of Monolith. Smoke was rising from burning buildings. Far below, looters maurauded through the cobbled streets. A few rallying cries could be heard from the city watch, but they were isolated pockets now. Too few to hold back the tide. Oligan placed the bottle and cups on the edge of the stone railing. He reached up behind his head and began to unstrap the mask.  
 
    "Our daughters are dead, Cassandra. Our little girls and our only issue. What is left of our house?" 
 
    The heavy mask fell to the marble floor with a dull sound. He half-turned his head back to his wife. From inside the room, Alfred could not contain his gasp as he saw the ruined face. He understood now Oligan's reaction to Manticores. Just a drop of an infant's poison had destroyed his looks forever.  
 
    Cassandra stepped forward her arms outstretched, imploring. Alfred saw the skin on her forearms was beginning to loosen and sag. She was decomposing even as they spoke. She beseeched her husband.  
 
    "They are only bodies. They can be remade. The Sorrow does not fade like children born." 
 
    Oligan turned. Tears were running down the valley of scars on his face.  
 
    "Remade? Our little girls?" 
 
    Cassandra manically nodded.  
 
    "Everything can be remade. Everything we once had. But better. Not shackled in this skin." 
 
    Oligan reached up and ran his fingers across the burned half of his face.  
 
    "I have been shackled in this skin for longer than I can remember. Come drink with me." 
 
    Cassandra let the knife slip away from Deena's skin.  
 
    "Our enemies?" 
 
    Oligan gestured to the two paladins.  
 
    "What can they do to us, my love? What can they really do?" 
 
    Cassandra looked back down at Deena and dropped the black knife. Deena scrambled across the floor and picked up her sword.  
 
    She turned to defend herself, but staggered backwards in exhaustion.  
 
    Alfred was already there, catching her as she fell.  
 
    "It's alright Deena. Leave them. " 
 
    Deena stood, her weight still leaning on Alfred.  
 
    "We have to finish it. We can't let any of it survive." 
 
    Alfred turned Deena round by the shoulders and looked deep into her eyes.  
 
    "It's already finished, Deena." 
 
    Deena turned and saw King Oligan and Queen Cassandra standing together on the veranda, looking out over the city. She turned her head to look back at Alfred. Alfred gave her a little nod and smiled.  
 
    "Goodbyes are never easy." 
 
    Out on the balcony, Oligan poured two cups of wine. He passed one to his wife, who took it in discolored fingers. The queen gazed out across Monolith, a look of deep confusion on her face.  
 
    "The city looks different than I remember, Oligan." 
 
    Oligan took a sip as he enjoyed the cool night breeze on his scars.  
 
    "It is burning. It is becoming ashes." 
 
    Cassandra frowned as her mind tried to untangle the remains of a human brain from the tendrils of Sorrow running through it.  
 
    "So what will we rule, Oligan?" 
 
    Oligan gave a sad smile as the heat from the fires rose up. His purple robes billowed.  
 
    "A lot can rise from ashes, my queen." 
 
    Cassandra turned to him, raising her cup. She looked every day her age. The skin sagged and the dark eyes clouded rheumy.  
 
    "What shall we drink to?" 
 
    Oligan raised his cup and cheered it with hers. He smiled at her as the tears ran.  
 
    "To husband and wife." 
 
    Queen Cassandra smiled back at him. For a moment her polluted face was as giddy as the teenager he had once courted.  
 
    "Oligan." 
 
    King Oligan Rathratta leaned in and embraced his wife tightly. He crushed the skin and bone beneath her gown, brittle and old.  
 
    Then he took them both over the balcony and far down into the welcoming sea. 
 
    Alfred and Deena watched as Oligan dragged his queen over the edge. Deena reached out. She looked up at Alfred in disbelief. Alfred held her tight. He spoke quiet and low.  
 
    "Some mercies only someone loves you can give." 
 
    Deena stood straight and sheathed her sword.  
 
    They both walked to the edge of the veranda. There was nothing but dark furious waves below.  
 
    Up ahead, the city was in turmoil. Pockets of fighting still erupted. New roofs kindled into flame. The two paladins surveyed the scene with concern. Deena shook her head.  
 
    "It's chaos out there. So much blood and killing. I never intended this. Will the city survive?" 
 
    Alfred watched as another ship in the harbour went up in flames.  
 
    "I don't know. House Rathratta ruled with fear and superstition for seventy years. Every petty lord in the realm will be scrabbling to stake his claim. Not to mention every other nation sensing weakness will be considering if we are ripe for invasion. It will be a mess, Deena. And it will get worse before it gets better." 
 
    Deena leaned a hand on the pommel of her sheathed sword and watched as the city fought itself below.  
 
    "So what do we need to keep it safe?" 
 
    Alfred surveyed the carnage.  
 
    "Be something constant. Beyond kings and queens. That only has the best interests of the realm at heart. That can't be bought with gold, or corrupted by power." 
 
    He pointed a gauntlet down below.  
 
    "These fires will burn out, in time. We need to be light that never burns out. You, me and the rest of the Order of Ashes." 
 
    Deena picked up the bottle of wine from the low stone railing and took a swig.  
 
    Alfred turned to her with raised brows and a bemused smile.  
 
    "What are you doing?" 
 
    Deena took a big draft of the wine. She glanced askance at Alfred.  
 
    "I'm going to see what sort of trouble a drunken paladin can get into. And I’m raising a cup to my friend.” 
 
    She looked out to the bay. Alfred followed her gaze into the harbor, where the burning remains of the royal dreadnought Inquisitor slowly sank into the sea. He reached out and held Deena's hand. She grasped his in return. Alfred saw her fighting tears.  
 
    "I'm sure he made it off that ship before it went up." 
 
    Deena smiled as golden tears gathered in her eyes.  
 
    "Cyrus Blackweather? He would stay on board while the flames kindled his fur. Just to see what would happen next." 
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    The two paladins stood facing each other in the cobbled courtyard. Their armour shone in the morning sun.  
 
    There was damage all over the city. Buildings smoked and dead lined the streets on all sides. The lords of Vassonia had arrived to establish some kind of order and show continuation of government. The few remaining blackguards had given up after a protracted siege of their barracks house. Monolith was mess and it would not be resolved in a day.  
 
    But people could rebuild, reforged, and heal. Now the Sorrow was gone.  
 
    Not a single living Witchfinder had been found anywhere. They were either all dead or the few survivors had slinked out of the city in the chaos. Loathsome insects trying to survive the dawn. No doubt they would crop up in some distant town under a new guise, hunting for relics of the old war and trying to recruit from the lost. The Order of Ashes would soon be looking for them.  
 
    Alfred and Deena stood in the bright morning. Deena's horse was saddled and ready. Alfred searched her eyes.  
 
    "Where will you go?" 
 
    Deena gestured her head north.  
 
    "Back to Ironghast. Help rebuild and repair the damage. I'm not much for affairs of state. If I stay around to listen to these bureaucrats scrabbling for power I'm likely to lop off a few heads." 
 
    Alfred smiled.  
 
    "They grate on me too. But I think one of us needs to oversee this council, lest they kill each other. I'll catch up with you. I'm going to pass by Durn first, tend to the graves of my family." 
 
    Deena nodded and turned to her horse.  
 
    "We have a bigger task after the monastery is rebuilt, Alfred. There will be others born like us. We can't let them grow up lost and persecuted the way we were. They need our protection." 
 
    "They do. How do we find them?" 
 
    Deena checked her saddle and lashed her sword to the side.  
 
    "Same way we found the angels. Same way Latherus found us in the dark. Like is attracted to like. So we follow the light." 
 
    Alfred nodded. 
 
    "I'll see you at the Ironghast. Get the wine cellars well stocked for my arrival, you hear?" 
 
    "I'll keep you a few dregs of the good stuff." 
 
    "Deena..." 
 
    She stopped and turned, could avoid it no longer. Alfred tried to meet her gaze.  
 
    "Can we talk?" 
 
    Deena turned back and busied herself with tightening the equipment of her saddle.  
 
    "What is there to talk about Alfred? A kiss was enough to set the world aflame. We can never be married." 
 
    "So we just…?" 
 
    Deena cut him off.  
 
    "We build the Order. We seek out those born with the Magus Heart and train them. And we do what paladins have always done. We keep watch for the return of the Sorrow and guard against it. Together." 
 
    Alfred looked at the ice white crusader in front of him. She was as likely to settle down as the ocean. He gave her a sad smile.  
 
    "Usually when people feel their heart's aflame, it's worthy of poetry." 
 
    Deena had her back to him. She leaned against her horse, arms outstretched. For a moment Alfred thought she was furious at him.  
 
    "Is there anything flammable behind me?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "A cart filled with hay? A pile of barrels full of oil? Anything?" 
 
      
 
    Alfred stood confused. 
 
    “No, nothing. We are in the middle of a stone courtyard with nothing arou-" 
 
    Before Alfred could finish, Deena spun, grabbed his collar and dragged him in for a kiss. The world ignited around them.  
 
    Holy fire spread through the courtyard, buffeting off walls and cobbles. It reached into the air, a small sun shining up from the ground. Deena pulled away and it extinguished in a low rumble.  
 
    Alfred stood, dumbfounded. Deena pulled her hair back from her face and looked away from him, her expression pragmatic.  
 
    "Right. So then. I will see you at Ironghast. I will watch the sunset for you." 
 
    Alfred managed a nod.  
 
    He watched her mount up and spur her horse out under the portcullis. She did not turn to wave. He watched until she had disappeared from view.  
 
    Then he smiled. 
 
    Like attracts like.  
 
    Alfred turned and walked down towards the rose garden that surrounded the Needle. He made his way up to the great hall and walked into a hubbub as lords and ladies argued over the raw new kingdom.  The great hall was crammed with people. Squires, scribes, lawyers, historians, administrators, prominent merchants, and a gaggle of puffed up indignant nobles. Alfred stood at the back and listened.  
 
    "You need to recognize my rightful claim." 
 
    "The house of Eelthorpe built the King's navy for five hundred years! We are the shipwrights that have carried this realm's precious minerals and metal, spices and wine, arms, traders and diplomats all across the world. We have ensured our position of strength and filled the royal coffers since your ancestors were scratching around in the dirt for something shiny. We are the obvious choice of royal house. We have the lineage, the pedigree and the standing. What say you?" 
 
    Lord Burrowmere shouted over the clamor.  
 
    "Scratching around in the dirt? And what good would sailing empty ships around the world be, Lord Eelthorpe? The money brought into these lands comes from what your little boats carry. What they carry is gold, silver, bronze, emeralds, and fire rubies. More than that, they carry most of the slowiron unearthed in the world! We are, you realize, the western world's foremost purveyors of that rare and precious metal? Now that house Rathratta no longer has a stranglehold on use of magic, slowiron will become more valuable still. That makes house Burrowmere the only clear choice to draw kingship from." 
 
    More arguing amongst disparate groups, each siding where their vested interest lay.  
 
    "Oh yes and we saw what marvelous use your slowiron went to over the last fifty years, didn't we! Anyone else been up to the hidden temple in this keep? The ruins of the...whatever it was...vat...where Oligan kept the foul spawn of Sorrow he worshipped? Every inch of it made of slowiron. Where do you think that came from, eh? Do you think Lord Harry Burrowmere here knew nothing of all that repurposed material? He was up to his neck in it, I'll wager. He could be a cowled brother of vicissitude himself for all we know." 
 
    "You accuse me of being in league with our wayward monarch, in front of all these people? You had better have brought your sword with you, boat builder." 
 
    A stately looking man stepped forward, gesturing for calm.  
 
    "There will be no honor duels in here, my lords. There has been enough death these past years. And there still is. There may straggling bands of Witchfinders who fled the battle of Ironghast still roaming the outlands. Burning and murdering anyone with the Magus that they find. Without their Green King they are just zealots filled with hate. We need to be something better." 
 
    Alfred stepped into the melee. As he strode past in his armor, the crown quietened.  
 
    "My sister in the Order and I will hunt down any remaining Witchfinders. Soon their cult of vicissitude will not exist." 
 
    A noble Alfred had not seen before cast him a sarcastic look. 
 
    "Late revenge for forty years ago and the Dimming of the Light, paladin?" 
 
    Alfred calmly shook his head.  
 
    "Not revenge. Justice. For killing their own." 
 
    The shifty looking noble continued.  
 
    "Their own? Yes, that's right, our royal Witchfinders were sanctioned magic users, weren't they? Sent out to hunt their own kind. They kept the human's born warped in some kind of order. And now no one is out hunting them." 
 
    Alfred fixed the man with a stony gaze. It had become very quiet in the hall.  
 
    "What's your point?" 
 
    "My point is, if these rogue Witchfinders are so dangerous because of the magic in their blood, what about all these others that now no one is...culling? The king may have been corrupt and selling our realm out to demons, but he had a point when it came to the danger those with the Magus Heart present to us!" 
 
    Lord Burrowmere stepped forward. He gave Alfred a reassuring nod.  
 
    "No one is going to be culling anyone...they aren't deformed lambs, Lord Persis. What if your son was born with the Magus above his liver? Would you expect him culled? Idiot." 
 
    Lord Highflour stood and bowed.  
 
    "Forgive us Lord Sorrowhammer. Some of us know this is a subject close to your heart." 
 
    The weasel faced Lord Persis had another stab.  
 
    "What of some other born with the Magus Heart in some distant hill tribe? Some savage with murder in his heart and no laws to guide him? None here agree with the old king's methods, but have we not just lost control of an unknown threat within our realm?" 
 
    Alfred raised his hands.  
 
    "Part of the duty of our Order is now to roam the land searching for those born different. For the beasts that are rare and hunted for their innate properties, we will maintain a sanctuary, to nurture their numbers back to strength. For the few rare humans born with the Magus Heart, we will watch over them while they grow and learn. Some we may take under our wing and into our Order, that they may learn to temper and channel their strangeness to a worthwhile cause." 
 
    Lord Persis appealed to the crowd, turning to them with troubled look.  
 
    "There are those who may have grown to hate normal folks after all this time under Oligan's boot heel. Who may seek to take revenge in their own sorcerous way?" 
 
    Alfred remained calm and level.  
 
    "Once you have chosen someone to lead, they will face the king's justice like anyone else. A person born with the Magus in their blood may be a thief, murderer, martyr, husband, friend or king. As good or bad as the next man. And he shall be as free and as safe as the next man too. As subject to law, justice and duty as us all." 
 
    Alfred turned to the assembled and addressed them.  
 
    "There will be no more babies sacrificed in this land as a shield that the rest of us can sleep safe. I don't know which out of you will be king or queen. To be honest, I don't care. I don't like to see you squabble between yourselves, clutching for power. But do what you have to do to resolve the mess our lands are in. And while you're doing it, think what happened to the last king that wanted power over all things. Never again will that darkness be allowed to infiltrate the halls of power. There will be no more dark corners for these acts to hide in. We in the Order of Ashes will see to that. We are the light in dark places. And we are watching you. All of you." 
 
    A fat lord with a great russet beard tucked his hands into his straining belt and harrumphed.  
 
    "Are you sure that you do you not simply vie for the throne for yourself, Lord Paladin? Are these threats not your way of showing power over us all? It was you who cleansed the Sorrow from the lands, and exposed the rot behind the throne. Why do you not try to seize power yourself? You have many supporters here." 
 
    Alfred glanced up the marble steps to the dais where the bronze throne sat. He smiled back at the gathered lords.  
 
    "To be honest, I am more at home in a library. I'll leave you high gentlemen to it." 
 
    Alfred picked up his hammer and strode towards the door of the throne room. As he passed a banquet table he grabbed a bottle of vintage wine and slipped it into his bag. Alfred made his way to the stables and his dappled courser. He mounted up and rode through the cobbled streets, trying not to look at how many buildings were burnt out and ruined as he passed.  
 
      
 
    He had been riding two days in rough country when he passed through a small village deep in a valley. It was just off the Crownsway but life looked hard for the people. A few pig farmers, some fields that had seen better yields, and a couple of skinny oxen under the yoke. Alfred dug out his purse as he rode passed, meaning to give them what silver he had left.  
 
    As he did, a woman ran out of a small thatched cottage and headed towards him, waving her arms.  
 
    "Sire, please sire, can you help?" 
 
    Alfred slowed his horse and smiled down at the woman.  
 
    "Whatever silver I have is yours to share amongst you. And if there's something heavy needs lifted, I can try." 
 
    The woman shook her head, tears in her eyes.  
 
    "No sire, it's my baby. There's something wrong with her, a sickness. I think she's dying. Please help us." 
 
    Alfred knew the holy light could heal, but he had never practiced the skill.  
 
    "I am no physician, but I will see what the lord's light can do. Where is she?" 
 
    "Inside sire and hurry." 
 
    Alfred dismounted and gave the reins to a farm boy along with a silver coin. 
 
    "Thank you my Lord." 
 
    Alfred followed the woman into the meagre dwellings. A peat fire burned in its centre, and the home reeked of peat smoke, onions and sweat. It was gloomy but Alfred's angelic eyes adjusted to the dark in moments.  
 
    The woman grabbed his armoured arm and beckoned him across to a crib at the far end. Several family members were gathered around it. They had dirty faces and worried looks.  
 
    Alfred followed her across and the in-laws parted. He walked through and saw a simple wooden crib with straw pillows. Wriggling on it was a swaddled baby, cooing and warbling as its eyes gazed from adult to adult.  
 
    Alfred felt it before he saw it, but he asked anyway.  
 
    "What seems to be troubling your child, goodwife? She's kicking like a mule. Looks as healthy as any baby I've seen." 
 
    A stubbled dirty man at the back of the hut stepped forward.  
 
    "She's different. Cursed." 
 
    Another man, a village elder, confirmed the fear.  
 
    "She's afflicted, sire.  
 
    Alfred turned back to the infant in confusion. She seemed healthy.  
 
    Alfred's eyes ignited gold, and he watched as the baby's did the same. He felt the warmth of communion, of connection with another soul. The baby goggled up at him.  
 
    "If any harm comes to this child, from anyone in this village, there is a side to me none of you want to see." 
 
    The village elder stepped back, afraid.  
 
    "You're...you're one of them." 
 
    Alfred turned and nodded, holding up the baby in its swaddling.  
 
    "And she is one of us. But she is also one of you. Don't forget.” 
 
    The villagers still looked afraid. They were not evil people, just simple and superstitious. All Alfred could do was educate them.  
 
    "It isn't a baby causing your crops to yield less or your beer to taste bad. It's just life. She's as hungry as the rest of you. But when she grows up, maybe she has the power to call forth new shoots from the earth, or bring the rains when you need them. You won't know, and neither will she until she grows." 
 
    The mother stepped forward, a glimmer of hope in her eyes.  
 
    "Sire, my daughter is not sick?" 
 
    "No. No she is not sick. She is Blessed. And under my protection until she comes of age." 
 
    Alfred touched the baby on its forehead with a finger. A little glimmer of light dissipated on the baby’s head.  He handed her back to the mother.  
 
    "Yes my Lord." 
 
    "One day, a red haired woman, a knight, will come here to meet your daughter. To make her an offer. Keep her safe and well until then, and I will make sure some silver finds its way to this village each month, during years of good harvests and bad." 
 
    The child's mother offered Alfred a rosy cheeked smile. She rocked her baby gently.  
 
    "I'll keep her safe because she is my little girl, sire. No matter what the strangeness inside her. She's beautiful." 
 
    Alfred looked at the infant as its golden eyes faded to pale blue.  
 
    "Yes. Yes she is. Like all rare things." 
 
    Alfred turned and headed for the doorway.  
 
    "Keep her safe." 
 
    Alfred mounted his horse and rode out along the dilapidated Crownsway towards the distant Bleaks and Ironghast. And back to Deena. He would rebuild any battle damage to the monastery with his own hands if he had to.  
 
    Banquet hall, pantry, chapel, wine cellar, solars, storerooms, undercroft, and armory. 
 
    And library.  
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