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    King Oligan Rathratta kept his eyes on the sharp cutlery within his family's reach.  
 
    At the dinner table sat three ghosts who felt alive, one living man who felt dead. Every time he looked at them. When dinner guests are ghosts, the future is never discussed. The dead reminisce past glories. Their milky eyes haze over. They speak of marriage days. Of remembered sunsets and the taste of fresh fish. Ask them about the future and their brows knit. The future is not a term they comprehend. Let the dead settle in their illusions. Asking the dead about the future is a recipe for violence.  
 
    Oligan gazed across the banquet table at his family. He glanced up and saw sweat dripping from the servant's brows as they poured wine for his wife. One of them had shaking hands as he tipped the jug. A droplet of wine spilled on the table. Oligan's wife tipped her head like a bird and stared at it. The servant backed off, his head bowed low. Apologizing all the way. Loyal but not stupid. They knew they served ghosts. They knew bad omens.  
 
    His wife stared at the droplet of wine. She didn't blink. Her eyes shone the green of suffocating algae. Oligan hated when the light caught them. They used to be blue as forget-me-nots.  
 
    When Oligan spoke he could not disguise the quaver in his voice. He didn't sound like a king. 
 
    "I had that wine brought in from the south. The Old Tuchany. You remember it, my love?" 
 
    Cassandra looked up. There but not there. Oligan thought his wife and children always seemed to be involved in an ongoing conversation he could not hear. Cassandra's putrid eyes dilated in recognition. Her voice flat and vague. 
 
    "It's delicious, my sweet husband. What a wonderful meal you have made. We are so proud of you. Me and the girls." 
 
    His two daughters turned their heads and gave a blank smile. Their skin still smooth as forty years ago. Their curls blond and limbs slender. Yet they looked like wizened old crones shrunk to the size of children. Like his wife, they never blinked. 
 
    The smaller one, Aspen, spoke. Her voice sounded older than her true age.  
 
    "We are proud of you father. For treating us so well. And for waking us up with your love." 
 
    King Oligan Rathratta had never been gladder of his mask.  
 
    His family could not see his horrified expression.  
 
    Funny, he thought. After long years where wanted to tear it off. To kneel before their dormant bodies with his face exposed. Talking with them as if awake. Their forms floating in crystal coffins filled with unholy water. Nourished by a sleeping deity. Garments drifting around them like wings as the Sorrow's green venom saturated their skin.  
 
    For years the mask protected him as he sat on the throne. Its polished surface deflected the inquisitive eyes of courtiers. An impassive sculpted living god that looked down upon the remnants of an old empire. It hid the butchered face lurking beneath.  
 
    A face dissolved by Manticore venom years ago. Just droplets on the breeze from an infant terror. Enough to turn a man with revered statues into a shameful monster.  During the purges he had cleansed the lands of magic. Forty, maybe fifty years ago.  
 
    His pride had got the better of him. He had led the charge at the last stand against those man-eaters. He had lost his heroic looks. But his crusade succeeded. No more of the Old Races left in the world. Well, a few stragglers perhaps. But precious few aberrations with the Magus Heart glowing above their liver. No more dreaded Manticores. No more human sorcerers either. No shaman or oracles. No Knights of the Blaze. All killed all excised. Their ripped-out Magus Hearts given as a sacrifice to his sleeping god, The Green King. 
 
    No longer sleeping. Like my wife and two little girls. But not awake, not truly.  
 
    They sat staring at the meal in front of them. Oblivious to the roast meat and fruit pudding. Their wine glasses full to the brim.  
 
    The mask always suffocated him. As he sat before his court he had felt it growing smaller. Constricting his skull and making his eyes bulge from their sockets. He felt hairline cracks across his exposed cheekbones. A delicate vase repaired. But the cracks still showed.  
 
    Every night he retired to his chambers high in the tower. His fingers would claw at the mask. Fumbling with the leather straps that secured it. As it clanged to the floor each night he threw his head back. Letting the cool air from the balcony dry rancid sweat. Sores and infection stung as the dry leather of his skin cracked in lopsided expression.  
 
    All day he hid from his kingdom beneath that gleaming perfection. The nightly relief he felt exposing his broken truth to the air overwhelming. For years the highlight of his tortured days.  
 
    Now that same mask protected him. His impostor family could not see the horror and grief that marred his burnt face.  
 
    He knew he had been used. Manipulated. Lied to. Too late now to ever back out. He had made a secret deal with demons. Sacrificed his throne and kingdom to heal his loved ones.  
 
    Now he wished he could put them back in the liquid-filled glass coffins they had floated inside for so long. Drown them once and for all. Drown his little girls and his wife!  
 
    The madness will take me long before one of them kills me, he thought.  
 
    He sat at the table with three abominations. Two the faces of children but the expressions of shriveled old women. The other a face free of kindness. Their skin pale and green. Like bodies fished from a lake. The eyes staring at him as old as mountains. As devoid of love. The clammy skin stretched over the woman's face a poor disguise. A disguise that tortured him every moment he saw it.  
 
    Almost the face of his wife.  
 
    Stolen and stripped off. And preserved it seemed. Pickled in suffering for decades. But close enough. Close enough for him to feel the horror.  
 
    He felt like a ghost too. Unable to face the terror of this family future. Finding himself lost in nostalgia.  
 
    Her smile the catalyst that ignited each dawn. Fingers brushed his skin as he dozed. Her perfume lingered in rooms like a memory of summer. Roses and cinnamon. They used to drink wine on the balcony of their tower. Gazing out over the city. Watching ships drift into the harbour bringing spices and silks. Sipping wine and watching sweet orange sunsets. Her jeweled feet up on his lap. He would stroke her shapely ankle as she wiggled her toes. So long ago. When hope and life lived in the world.  
 
    Those memories. The ones that helped him through all the lonely years. The craving to rekindle them that chipped away at his conscience and morality. Those memories once his treasures. Now acid in his brain. Every time he looked up and saw the stolen forms sitting at the dining table.  
 
    Oligan felt the panic rise. Suffocating, he wanted to rip the mask off. No escape for him. A king in name only. Trapped in a high tower with his long dead family. He wanted to stand and run for the doors. Flee down the long winding staircase. Run out into the city and hide.  
 
    Instead he swallowed his fear and spoke to his wife. He raised a glass of wine in trembling fingers.  
 
    "Seeing the three of you wake up, all I hoped for. All I lived for during those years. I would kneel in front of you girls, on your birthdays. I would lay presents at the foot of the chambers where you slept." 
 
    Aspen and Elena both turned their heads at once. They gave him dead smiles. Elena gestured to her eyes with cadaverous hands.  
 
    "We slept, father, with our eyes wide open. We would see you. Inside we laughed as you put mollies and games in front of us. We wanted to play. But we weren't allowed to wake up." 
 
    Oligan felt his heart burn. His little girl. One of the daughters he had yearned for. Preserved forever as a child. He should have been happy. No harm would ever come to her. No mortal death or sickness. He would never have to see her married of to some wretched foreign noble. Or watch his child get her first grey hairs. A ten year old girl, innocent and safe. Now the vessel for a force that had scarred most of the world. Had almost robbed it of life. Oligan felt thrilled and sickened and guilty and relieved. For a moment he thought of running for the high window and leaping to his death to the city far below. Smashing through the stained glass.  
 
    "I missed you both so much. What stopped you waking up, poppet?" 
 
    Elena gave a childish shrug.  
 
    "God stopped us. Not allowed to wake up until we healed." 
 
    Oligan stared at his two daughters. He noticed the spiderweb of black veins just beneath their skin.  
 
    "And you are healed now, little poppets?" 
 
    Both little girls nodded to each other with a smile.  
 
    "We are perfected." 
 
    Oligan's dry brow creased. What an odd thing, he thought, for a child to say. If this had been a child.  
 
    Oligan's stomach churned. He could not face the meal either. So the four of them sat at table with plates of steaming untouched food. The servants stood by the archways.  
 
    Oligan could take the silence no longer and blurted out to his wife.  
 
    "Cassandra, the wine, the Old Tuchany! On our anniversary each year I would open a bottle. Take off this mask. Sit cross legged at your feet. Having a picnic. I would pour two glasses. Put one before you. And I would drink the other. I would drink the bottle dry! Often, my personal servant would find me asleep at your feet. Dreaming of you in a drunken stupor. How foolish I must have looked. A broken king drunk on the cold stone floor." 
 
    He gave a nervous laugh that reverberated behind his mask.  
 
    Cassandra stared at the table for a long moment. She did not even seem to be breathing. Then a dark tongue licked her lips and she looked at her husband. Oligan tried to stop his hands shaking.  
 
    "Your personal servant. You mean Merrick Clay?" 
 
    Oligan nodded, a little confused.  
 
    "Yes, that right. Merrick Clay. By my side from the beginning. I could have achieved none of this without him. My priest, my right hand man and advisor. But darling, how can you know Merrick?" 
 
    Cassandra ran a cold finger around the rim of her full wine glass. A light ringing filled the air.  
 
    "Not the only one who visited us while we slept, Oligan. Merrick would often come in and speak with us alone. He kept us company through many a long year. As the bubbles rose around us. But darling, we knew him before we fell ill." 
 
    Oligan tried to piece together the memories. Am I mistaken? I am sure Merrick came to me only after they closed their eyes.  
 
    "You did?" 
 
    Cassandra nodded. She seemed lost in a sweet reverie.  
 
    "He came to us as a travelling physician. Kind and eloquent. He told us how you worried for us." 
 
    Elena turned to her father.  
 
    "Uncle Merrick gave us the medicine to help us sleep, father." 
 
    Oligan's blood stopped flowing. He licked his ruined lips. For a long moment the words would not form. When he spoke he just a whispered.  
 
    "He did what?" 
 
    Aspen nodded to her sister. Having a conversation with their minds.  
 
    "He gave us magic juice and we fell into a dream. He introduced us to The Kind Man." 
 
    Oligan stood from the table. He felt dizzy and had to put his hands out to steady himself. He knocked his wine glass over and it spilled onto the floor. A servant hurried in with a cloth to clean it.  
 
    "Are you saying that Merrick poisoned you?"  
 
    Aspen laughed.  
 
    "It's not poison if it makes you better, Dada." 
 
    Cassandra fixed Oligan's gaze with her unblinking eyes.  
 
    "Where is Merrick Clay now? We would be glad of his council." 
 
    Oligan slumped down into his chair. His head reeled.  
 
    Merrick Clay had been missing for weeks. He had journeyed far south with his hatchetmen. To Dashai. Rumour there that a girl had been found with a blessing from the god Angall. A blessing Merrick had warned Oligan could be disastrous for their plans.  
 
    None of them had returned.  
 
    Oligan felt a rage build that he struggled to contain. It couldn't be true, he thought.  Merrick Clay, the very man who had devised the plan to heal his family made them sick! 
 
    The wretched Witchfinder better not return, thought Oligan. No matter how powerful he is with the Magus, Oligan promised he would find a way to slip a knife into him. The king took a few ragged angry breaths. Then he forced his voice calm.  
 
    "He is missing. We presume dead. He undertook an important task and he never returned. But you need not worry. Your father and king is with you now. I am all the council you need." 
 
    His two daughters became very grave and recited together.  
 
    "We need to be obedient to the Kind Man first, Dada. We are all part of his family now. You are too." 
 
    Oligan's eyes flicked to the darkened alcoves of the dining hall.  His daughters called the Green King that had sustained them with its sorcery The Kind Man.  
 
    He was not certain how they saw him. How they interpreted his physical existence. Certainly not as an ancient and amorphous entity in a vast reliquary full of mist. Not as a tentacled and impossible monster from the beginning of time. They described him as if he presented himself to them as a person. Something benign and nurturing.  
 
    "You see him?" 
 
    The girls nodded.  
 
    "He's always telling us things. He comes to see us in our dreams while we sleep." 
 
    Oligan could take this no longer. He stared at the carving knife on the table. Willed his hand to pick it up. To slash his own throat in front of his family.  
 
    Cassandra paid no attention to spilled wine or her husband's panic. Lost in some other memory. Her voice dreamy.  
 
    "Like young saplings, Oligan. Fragile, delicate shoots. During all our years asleep, our roots drank up the nourishing water he provided for us. Nectar, Oligan. Slow, meticulous. But each year, the water in our bodies replaced by his water. The red blood in our veins replaced by his blood. Now we are part of something grand and beautiful." 
 
    Cassandra dug a knife into her fingertip and held it up.  
 
    A rivulet of green blood trickled out.  
 
    Oligan could not imagine the effect years spent in those transparent sarcophagi had on his family. Their entire beings saturated with the otherworldly essence of the Sorrow.  
 
    Oligan had only been given a single droplet, once a week. It had been enough to keep him alive all these years. Slowed down his natural aging. Despite his ruined form, Oligan had never been sick a single day in fifty years. Unsure if anything left in the world could kill him. He had thought it a blessing at first. Now he knew, a curse.  
 
    A puppet king for all eternity.  
 
    He knew he should have died on the battlefield years ago. He prayed for death each night since.  
 
    Manticore venom, the single most virulent poison known to man. Only a few drops had touched him during the purges. To his knowledge the only living thing that had ever survived. All down to his weekly dose of ancient essence gifted to him by the reliquary. Administered by Merrick Clay and his brotherhood of vicissitude.  
 
    He took a deep breath and asked the thing all his instincts warned him against. 
 
    "And what of the future?"  
 
    The three female entities turned to him at once. Wordless and blank.  
 
    Aspen's little blonde brows furrowed. 
 
    "What do you mean father?" 
 
    Oligan felt his throat constrict. He had played his part in protecting the ancient creature. A greater demon in the army that mankind had named the Sorrow.  
 
    He had used most of the world's slowiron to build it a protective cage for its misty reliquary. He had fed it the glowing Magus Hearts ripped from a thousand magical beings. Both Old Race and human. He had kept it alive and nourished because it kept his family alive and nourished. A simple trade. He had sold his soul and his kingdom. 
 
    He knew what the Sorrow was. He knew the old myths, what it had done to the world so long ago. But after all this time Oligan realized he didn't know what happened now. 
 
    All this time feeding an ancient hibernating entity and he had never been privy to the details of what would happen when it awoke. He had relied on Merrick Clay and the silent brothers of vicissitude for that. Oligan was lost. 
 
    "I mean did the Kind Man ever tell you what comes next? I have spent years purging our lands of what's left of the Old Races. I hunted every conjured aberration and rogue creature that displayed any kind of sorcery. Innate or learned. I disbanded the priestly order of knights that turned against us. Because the Green Ki...The Kind Man taught me to fear magic in all its unpredictable forms. And I believed it, all the warnings and council. But I am without council now. I thought that it may have communicated with you in your dream time. I want to know what happens next." 
 
    Cassandra looked at him. Struggling to find words.  
 
    She picked up her glass of wine and brought it to her nose. As if the aroma alone would jog some connection to her human life.  
 
    "Was the council ever bad, Oligan? Were you not right to fear magic in all its primitive forms? Just look what it did to you, my love. The pain and suffering it caused you." 
 
    Oligan felt the deadened nerves in his face sizzle into life. The old pain came back as more than just a memory. He gritted his teeth. Cassandra smiled at him as if she sensed his pain.  
 
    "Magic is the preserve of the gods. Of the old, deep gods. It is nourishment and sustenance. And it is wasted on the living."  
 
    Oligan reached up and ran his fingers down the metal mask. He shivered.  
 
    "I...I cleared a path. My long task. I knew what I did, I can have no pretense at ignorance or conscience. The only thing that stopped the Sorrow last time. Magic left to us by the gods, and hidden in the bloodlines of old races. This time the plan was different. To remove that threat from the outset, from the inside. Before any overt war began. I knew I sold my Kingship and my lands when I struck this bargain. But I did that for you, Cassandra. Happy to watch the world burn just to see you and the girls again." 
 
    Cassandra fixed him with cold, deep sea eyes.  
 
    "Then you must be happy Oligan. For we are with you again. All together as a family." 
 
    Oligan knew that no matter how well the mask covered his face, she could see his eyes. The wavering fear. He raised a wine glass to her and the girls. He cleared his tight throat.  
 
    "My heart is full." 
 
    Cassandra raised her own glass but did not drink. She leaned forward on the table and rested on her elbows. For a long moment she looked at him. Oligan felt his skin heat beneath her gaze. Thirty one when the sickness took her. The eyes that stared at him, ancient.  
 
    "Take off your mask. Why do your wear it before us? I have told you, I find your new form beautiful. Your suffering and strength are beautiful." 
 
    Oligan felt his heart leap. He knew she would ask this. He knew he could not refuse her. He feared that as soon as he exposed his true face she would see the lie. Instead of love she would know his revulsion and terror. His fingers reached up and unhooked the clasps behind his head. He lifted the shining weight from his skull and laid it on the table beside his plate. A sudden breeze of cool air washed across his skin. He took in a deep lungful of air. He stared at the knotted wood of the table. Not daring to look up.  
 
    "There he is. The man I fell in love with. " 
 
    Oligan blinked. He swallowed hard and then looked up at his wife and children. All three stared at him with vacant grins. Elena waved her little undead fingers at him.  
 
    "You asked about the future Dada." 
 
    Oligan nodded. He tried to control his shaking fingers. In his peripheral vision he could see the servant's fear. Glad they were tongueless. Very few got to see the true ruined face of Oligan Rathratta. None could be allowed to speak of it.  
 
    "I did. But I am afraid of the answers." 
 
    Aspen shook her blonde curls in glee.  
 
    "Our hearts are also full, father. Filled with Sorrow. We are made of poison but we live." 
 
    Elena nodded in excitement.  
 
    "And we have been woken up to deliver that Sorrow to the world." 
 
    Aspen looked up at the window at the moon and stars shining in.  
 
    "We are like special flowers, Dada. And we must pollinate the lands." 
 
    Aspen beckoned over one of the servants.  
 
    A slender man of knotted sinew and oiled dark skin. He rushed forward and began to pour a jug of water. Aspen held up a little hand to stop him.  
 
    "No. It's not water I want. " 
 
    The servant blinked at her with wide fearful eyes. His eyes flicked to Oligan. The king stared on in quiet horror. The servant bowed his head a little, waiting for instruction.  
 
    Aspen sat tall in her chair and beckoned him close.  
 
    "I want to tell you a secret." 
 
    The servant man frowned, confused. He looked to Cassandra for permission. She stared and gave him a little nod.  The servant swallowed but did not want to disappoint a child at play. Not this child.  He bent down to one knee and cocked his head.  Aspen leaned in and cupped a hand to her mouth. She giggled like the little girl she no longer was.  
 
    Oligan looked on, breathing hard. He heard the vaguest whisper and watched the servant start to smile. Oligan blinked. He thought that some sickly mist seeped between his daughter's cupped fingers. The same dirty flecked mist that swirled in the Sorrow's reliquary. As if she breathed it into his ear.  
 
    After a few moments she drew back and the servant stood. He had the same fixed idiotic grin on his face. His eyes blank.  
 
    He turned to his king and despite his imbecile grin tears ran down his cheeks.  
 
    Oligan felt a shiver through his body.  
 
    "Aspen what did you tell this man?" 
 
    Aspen giggled. 
 
    "Tell a tongueless man a secret he cannot share, Dada. It's the best fun." 
 
    The servant opened his lips and a wisp of that dirty green fog blew out. Trying to speak. Trying to tell Oligan something. His usual grunts and distorted vowels. The struggles of the fleshy stump that rolled in his mouth. The servant pawed at his lips, willing them to form words. The tears streamed down his cheeks now.  
 
    Oligan had seen enough.  
 
    Every moment he witnessed reminded him of what he had nurtured. What he had released into the world. He gestured to the other servants, standing in the darkened corners of the hall.  
 
    "Enough of this. Take this man away and get him some wine for his nerves. My daughter scared him with her games." 
 
    The man stood staring at Oligan. The stump of tongue wavering in his open mouth. The eyes wide and terrified.  
 
    She broke his poor mind. With a single whisper. My little daughter. Oh what have I done? 
 
    Oligan started to stand up but the servant gave a strangled scream. Oligan half-stood wide eyed in terror.  
 
    His tongue. 
 
    The man's stump of a tongue grew. Before Oligan's eyes it lurched out of his mouth. Thick, grey and covered with mucous. It lolled there for a moment and then snaked around his cheek towards the ear. The servant fell to his knees, clawing at his rejuvenated appendage. Now like a thick snake wrapping its way around his head. Oligan stood up and stepped to help the man but fear stopped him short. The thick mindless tongue snaked around and around the servants head, wrapping him like bandages. Like a corpse being mummified.  
 
    It covered his chin, nose and cheeks. Oligan afforded a final look at terrified eyes before a blindfold of flesh slithered across them.  
 
    Within moments no face at all. Just a featureless head wrapped in grey fleshy bandage. The man's arms hung limp at his sides. He stood up. For a moment he sagged like a puppet. Then he stood tall and animated. He turned his eyeless face to Cassandra and cocked his head.  
 
    The man gone. The nature of the Sorrow.  
 
    Not one species like cattle or dogs. An insidious force. It crept into the flesh of other living things, corrupting and warping. Commandeering their bones and organs and reshaping them to suit its purpose.  
 
    The tongue man walked over towards Oligan. It picked up a jug and stood next to him, pouring wine.  
 
    Oligan sat back down.  
 
    He was going nowhere until this meal was complete.  
 
    Oligan realized what his family now were. Not people, not living at all.  
 
    Instead, seeds of a plague. Moving vessels of disease. Sitting at a dinner table looking at the progenitors of a death that would sweep the world.  
 
    And he, the king, had spent years removing the only powers that could stand a chance against it.  
 
    King Oligan Rathratta wept. He hoped his family would see his tears of joy.  
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    The wind blew in from the Bleaks.  
 
    It threw Alfred's cloak about him. 
 
    The Sorrow is here after a thousand years asleep. And this time we are alone and defenseless, he thought.  
 
    He stood atop a watchtower looking across the desolate land stretching to the horizon. A lone figure in monk's robes standing stark against the angry sky.  
 
    The desert of granite lay below peppered with shards of black glass. A hail of crystal arrows sticking in the earth. Whirlwinds of dust raged. The powdered bones of the long dead. And the not so long dead, thought Alfred.  
 
    An old battleground. Desolation from a thousand years ago. When The Sorrow had first come into the world it had destroyed half of it. Only the combined strength of men, monsters and gods had driven it back into the dark. That's what Master Phillip had told him. On the day starving Wendigo had attacked their campsite and torn his brother priests to pieces. A day he had found himself alone on his pilgrimage to this remote, forgotten monastery.  
 
    Alfred thought it ironic that the desolation caused by the Sorrow when it had first tried to consume the world now kept them cloaked from it. Raw sorcery in the winds swept the Bleaks. Fissures in the broken land leaking spells into the air like geysers. A terrifying place. The only buffer between the few survivors and the returning plague. The high levels of background magic obscured the powers of the king's seers to locate them. For now.  
 
    But they all knew the attack would come soon enough.  
 
    Looking out across the desolation, Alfred marveled at the changes in his life since he left seminary school.  He had been hiding there in seminary and he knew it. Hiding from the magic suspected within him. Hiding from waking visions and nightmares. A priest without faith. He never thought for a moment he would make it this far.  Somehow, here in Ironghast he had discovered the first slivers of faith and courage in the face of monsters.  
 
    Ironghast Monastery stood as the last refuge of those with the Magus Heart in the known world. Every straggler King Oligan and his Sorrow masters had not eradicated.  
 
    Alfred spent many nights in the libraries, poring over forgotten books.  Looking for clues that would help them in the war.  One book in particular had demanded his attention.  
 
    The Libram of Ashes.  
 
    Possibly the only person in the world who could read it, Alfred had learned much.  In the days awaiting the arrival of others blessed with Angall’s Whisper, Alfred had studied the book under the supervision of Invar Ironbound and the Abbot Malkolm Bluheart.   Alfred had told no one of the page he had already torn from the ancient Prayerbook (that he kept hidden in his chambers, his latest unforgivable sin), but in a monument to irony had discovered something else in his studies.  
 
    This was not the only page that was missing.   
 
     In scribbled notes and cryptic phrases, they learned that the most important page had been removed centuries before. A spell wrought by Angall himself, specifically to eradicate a Sorrow Lord like the Green King.   A spell that required Manticore’s blood and Angall’s Whisper combined to activate it.  To bring together mortal enemies in alliance against a greater foe.   
 
    The notes had been vague, scribbled by other priests like Alfred centuries before. Those gifted with the blessing to read Angallic script.  Alfred and the monks pieced together the story as they went.  A traitor within Ironghast in another age caused a fearful monk to remove this blessing from the Libram and send it secretly elsewhere.   
 
    It had been hidden under the altar in Angall’s temple in the city of Crowburgh.  If the Green King knew this too, he would set his forces against Crowburgh to destroy it.  Perhaps he already has, thought Alfred.  
 
    Invar ironbound, the last Knight of the Blaze, had volunteered to ride to Crowburgh to retrieve the missing prayer before it was too late. Alfred feared for his mentor. He feared losing another important person from his life.  But he knew the old paladin was the only person capable of the task.  
 
    If anyone can find it, it is Invar, thought Alfred.  
 
    Invar waited for him in the depths of the tower where Alfred stood.  A meeting had been called. Alfred was expected to attend.  Alfred was not standing in the cold wind to project an aura of heroism. He was doing what he had done for years. Hiding. Trying to gather his meager courage.  
 
    Terrified at the thought of standing before a motley group of strangers. They would see through him, all of them. A poor excuse for priest and worse for soldier.  Alfred had faced awful dangers on his journey to Ironghast. But nothing had made his palms clammy and guts churn like public speaking.  
 
    He hadn't slept well. It always made his nerves jangle.  
 
    The dreams. The constant dreams the Sorrow still plagued him nightly. The world-spanning battlegrounds crawling with monsters. The flame haired girl who cut through them with primal fury. The defenses falling. Walls tumbling under a wave of aberrations. Always, the dreams ended in defeat.  
 
    Part of Alfred still thought they had the wrong man. A case of mistaken identity.  Somewhere out in the world strode another Alfred. A tall man of knotted muscle and oak heart. He wrapped his robes around him and shivered. Then he made his way down the spiraling stone staircase into the monastery.  
 
    Alfred's snapped from his daydream and found himself standing outside the doors to the council chamber. Two wiry warrior monks with shaven heads and spiked clubs stood outside. Alfred coughed and approached. 
 
    "Brothers. Father Bluheart and Invar Ironbound have requested my attendance at council. May I pass?" 
 
    One of the thin-faced monks flicked his eyes to Alfred. His expression austere. A monk little older than Alfred and one he knew in passing.  
 
    "You're one of the last ones to arrive Alfred. People been pouring in from the far corners of the world last three days. Even some like you, with your cinder-breath. Not so special anymore, brother." 
 
    The monk gave Alfred a sly wink and opened the heavy doors. Alfred swallowed and stepped through into the council chamber.  
 
    Many eyes turned towards him and the debate ceased. Alfred stood before a vast oval table in a high vaulted chamber. Well illuminated from a wall length stained glass window and several clusters of candles. After weeks of quiet contemplation and training, surrounded only by the holy order at Ironghast, a shock to see such an eclectic bunch in one place.  
 
    So many eyes burning into him as the last few words of the conversation he had interrupted echoed around the alcoves. Alfred felt the old shame creep up his back. His face flushed and he looked to the floor and cleared his throat.  
 
    The familiar voice of Malkolm Bluheart, the head of the order, broke the awkwardness. He stood up and smoothed down his silver hair.  
 
    "May I present Alfred Durnling, with us for several weeks. He is another of the aspirants bearing Angall's Whisper." 
 
    Aspirant? Alfred still wasn't sure what he was aspiring to, but had been told that all would be explained during this council. He looked up with a sheepish grin. The council mostly human, old and young. Peppered amongst them some of the Old Races. Strange creatures that Alfred had thought either extinct or from myth. A few weeks ago his jaw would have dropped at sight of such beings, but he had seen enough eldritch things in Ironghast since he arrived.  
 
    Alfred's eyes drawn to a few young people sat at the huge table. They stared at him with particular interest. Alfred sensed that these were the other aspirants that Bluheart mentioned. Every one of them looked lean and tough compared to Alfred.  
 
    A bulky man with feral sideburns snorted across the table at Bluheart.  
 
    "Hah. Another pup. Like the rest. Not one of them's seen a war. This one looks like he's never seen a woman, for light's sake. And these are who we're relying on in these dark times. We're all damned." 
 
    Alfred didn't know where to look. The big man wrapped his furs around him and glared at him with derision. Malkolm Bluheart offered a kind smile and pulled a chair out for Alfred.  
 
    "Please Alfred, sit. We have a lot to discuss." 
 
    Alfred moved across and took his place. He fixed his gaze on a blemish in the table and gave a little nod. Bluheart spoke across the table.  
 
    "This is everyone's war, Lisell. It will be fought across the world on many fronts. And we each have our part to play. I'll wager that even a winter-hardened steppes shaman like yourself would balk if you had to follow the path that this young man has ahead of him." 
 
    Alfred glanced sidelong at Bluheart and frowned. There it was again. That ominous talk about Alfred's future that he had heard since arriving. It sent a shiver down his back.  
 
    On Alfred's left sat Invar Ironbound. He looked a world apart from the shambling drunk Alfred had first met on arrival. His face still scarred and lined, but now his beard trimmed and hair pulled back. He wore light grey robes over dark ringmail and a phoenix emblazoned on his chest. He looked more like a knight than a monk now, which he was. The last Knight of the Blaze. The one who had been given care of the last Manticore egg so long ago.  
 
    Malkolm Bluheart rapped his pewter cup on the table and coughed for attention. The murmuring died down. 
 
    "Are we all here?" 
 
    The gruff northern shaman Lisell peered around the table at the motley band of refugees and relics. He scratched the black stubble of his chin.  
 
    "Is this us? Is this all there is left?" 
 
    Bluheart nodded. 
 
    "Never many sons of men born with the Magus Heart, Lisell. Even in the best of times. Even you are the first true shaman born in thirty years, are you not?" 
 
    The shaman gave a gruff nod. Bluheart shrugged.  
 
    "As for the Old Races, they are from another age and always rare. And the more beautiful for it. Most of the others gathered here have avoided men for centuries. Living in deep forests or high mountains. Beyond our reach. But we all share the same fate now, every last one of us. The Sorrow does not discern. It is the sorcery in their blood it craves, to nourish itself. And in yours. It will leave you a husk and then warp your form to something more useful to its purposes." 
 
    The shaman seemed nervous and drew his cloak further around himself as if cold.  
 
    "If the dreams and visions plaguing me are anything to go by, it's too late for all of us.” 
 
    Invar Ironbound took a deep draft of gritty beer from a wooden cup before him. He smacked his lips and then fixed eyes on the shaman. His voice a harsh rumble.  
 
    "That's the fighting spirit that will get us through this, Lisell. Why don't you just turn into a crow, or whatever it is you do, and perch on my shoulder as a harbinger of doom? You can tell me how hopeless everything is while I'm charging into battle." 
 
    Lisell hunched his shoulders and mumbled. 
 
    "I'm not the only one having dreams." 
 
    This got Alfred's attention.  
 
    For months now the nightmares had plagued him. Awful apocalyptic scenes that galloped through his sleeping world. And something guiding it all. Something ancient and patient that huddled in a glass reliquary. Like a toad in a giant hourglass. He had not been blessed with one good night's sleep since he arrived at the monastery.  
 
    Ironbound spoke across the table again.  
 
    "Stop disguising your terror as cynicism, it's not washing with us. Fear is our friend, it reminds us what we all have to lose. Channel it and make do." 
 
    A stately woman with cropped grey hair and a dress of green moss addressed the group. Her eyes large and almond shaped, their expression spoke of charity.  
 
    "Some seats remain empty. Who do we wait for?" 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart sat up and poured himself a cup of water.  
 
    "There are a few stragglers for these empty seats. The last of us are arriving now in fact." 
 
    He looked across to one of the far alcoves as doors opened. A trundling came from a gloomy archway at the far end of the chamber. The gathered turned towards it. Something rattled as it drew into the light. Alfred saw the eyes glittering in the dark before he saw anything else. His heart quickened as he realized what was being brought into the chamber. He turned to Master Bluheart and whispered. 
 
    "He's part of this council? How do we know he won't just kill every one of us as soon as he sits down?" 
 
    Malcom Bluheart gave Alfred a kindly smile and beckoned him to remain calm. He leaned in and whispered back.  
 
    "Steps have been taken to ensure our safety. We cannot dismiss the intelligence and cunning this one brings to the table. The world belongs to all of us, even the predators." 
 
    A metal cage trundled into the chamber, pushed by four sweating monks. Made of slowiron bars as thick as a man's wrist. Crossed to fill any gaps where claws or barbs could slip through. Nine feet high and almost as wide. The thing inside filled it.  
 
    Inside the cage the last Manticore in the world.  
 
    The strongest, deadliest and craftiest of its race that had ever lived. Because Manticores absorb the power and souls of their own dead. This one creature. But also a vessel for the entire history, strength and wisdom of its race. A Pridelord of all Pridelords.  Despite its narrow confines, the beast sat proud and regal. It cast its eyes across the room and analyzed them all.  
 
    Alfred held his breath as the creature pushed into the chamber. Wood and iron wheels reverberated across the flagstones until it came to rest at the edge of the table. Filling the space between two nervous human conjurers.  
 
    A harsh squawk of disapproval from the far end of the table.  
 
    Alfred looked across and stared at one of the last surviving Ragles in the western world. The face angular and lined with dark feathers. The beak short and curved. Serrated. Deep set yellow eyes peered with disdain.  
 
    "He has voice here? The grudges between our two races run deep and old. I would not fight and die for a world to leave this one a place in it." 
 
    The monster inside the cage gave a deadly smile. Its voice sonorous and charming. It almost hypnotized everyone who heard it. Alfred watched in fear as the Manticore's face drew close to the bars.  
 
    "Well, it's good to see you too, old boy. Last of the flock, are we? Is there anything more lonely looking,  Bluheart, than a solitary bird? Chirping out into the night for a mate it'll never find." 
 
    The sinewy Ragle twitched and flexed his considerable talons.  
 
    "Bold words for a beast in chains and locked behind bars. Go on, keep mocking, kitty." 
 
    The Manticore looked the aquiline being up and down. He kept his disarming grin.  
 
    "This slowiron is for your protection, not mine, Gull. Our dull and goodly Paladin friend thought it the most convenient way to help the council run. Isn't that right, Iron wit?" 
 
    Invar Ironbound put down his beer and frowned at the beast. He sucked his teeth.  
 
    "If up to me you'd be down in the dark where you belong. But you have a part to play like the rest of us doomed species. But don't try to hold court or manipulate anyone here, or it's back into the dungeons for you. Am I clear?" 
 
    The beast nodded, rattling the metallic spines in his mane.  
 
    "Crystal. I'm here to be of service any way I can. We're all in the same sinking ship, us old breeds. I'm sure we just have to find a way to get along and trust each other." 
 
    The Manticore offered his charming death-grin to the room. A shiver ran around the table.  
 
    A balding man with ruddy face spoke up.  
 
    "Can't deny it, the beast speaks the truth. We are all we have left. Need to put old differences aside and find common ground. Or we're all done for." 
 
    Invar Ironbound grunted and flicked his blue eyes across the table.  
 
    "True. We're the scraps at the table not yet consumed. Leftovers. The Sorrow is just waiting to mop us up with a chunk of bread if we're not careful. But I'm not one for being anyone's meal." 
 
    The twitchy Ragle cast its round yellow eyes at the Manticore in the cage.  
 
    "That one in the cage, he sees us all in terms of a meal. When are these good people going to execute you and be done with it?" 
 
    A black tongue slid forth and the Manticore licked its lips.  
 
    "Would someone be so kind as to get him some birdseed or something? He can peck away at the table while we're making our plans for war." 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart stood up and sighed. He raised his hands to placate the group.  
 
    "If we can all bite our tongues and be civil for a moment. We will begin and the latecomers can pick up as they can." 
 
    He cast his calm pale eyes about the room until it settled.  
 
    "We here in this room, this band of half-breeds and forgotten. We are the last of the world as it once was. There was a time this world blazed with sorcery. Like a beacon hanging amongst the stars. Even brighter than stars. It made our world a place of terrible and beautiful wonders. But it also made it...conspicuous. It shone its magic out into the heavens and glimmered there. The Sorrow, like a magpie, saw us shine and was drawn to us. To consume us. That thief of worlds. " 
 
    Bluheart turned to Invar Ironbound and nodded. The old Paladin stood up with a grunt and flexed out his broad shoulders. He glugged down the last of his beer and glared at the room with bloodshot eyes. Alfred respected the old man with every fiber of his being, but still intimidated by him. Invar the old drunk in the corner of the tavern no one wanted to mess with.  
 
    He snorted up some snot and spoke.  
 
    "This threat that plagues us. We all know the myths and legends, half-truths and tales from our grandfathers. There are some better resources in the library here at Ironghast for those with a mind to read. Wherever we've come from, we can all see around us the damage the last war against this force did to our lands. We're a world of scars. Scars remind us what we went through, and that we lived. We thought we'd killed the last of it off, a thousand years ago or more. But it's like a weed. We can burn the fields, but only one, tiny part of it needs to survive beneath the soil to one day grow again. We didn't kill it all. We weren't thorough. Wasn't dead. Just hibernating. Waiting for us to get complacent and weak. Just picking us off in the night. But now, it's shown itself. It's not hiding anymore. And it's ready to face us in open battle. So we need to be ready to meet it head on. " 
 
    The kind faced woman with the scrubby grey hair shook her head. The almond eyes glistened with tears.  
 
    "How do we fight such a thing? No mercy or kindness within it. It doesn't want to rule us or even enslave us. It just wants to cover the world like algae covers and suffocates a pond." 
 
    Invar nodded.  
 
    "You're right." Invar gazed about the room. "She's right. There's no parley with something like this. You might all just want to till fields and raise children, you might just be decent folks without a bad bone in you. But you have to find your anger. Your rage. All of you. You'll get no quarter from this enemy, not a spit of mercy, as you said, Morvine. This is a war for your right to breathe. And you're all going to have to go to places in your souls that you might not like. War's a filthy game, there's no glory to it. But it's a job needs done." 
 
    A murmur about the table as the council tried to curb its fears. Malkolm Bluheart stood up once again, smiling to the table.  
 
    "My martial friend makes good points, but if I can make a point of faith, Angall is the light in dark nights. It isn't just the worst of us that comes out in war. We can be our best selves in direst circumstance too. We can share-" 
 
    The chamber doors opened with a groan and the two armed monks shuffled in. The thin faced one that had spoken to Alfred gave a short bow of apology.  
 
    "Father Bluheart, forgive the intrusion. There are two more latecomers to the council. They have travelled far from the south. Shall I show them in?" 
 
    Bluheart seemed puzzled by the nervous demeanor of his guards. He blinked a few times then nodded. 
 
    "Of course. We welcome all the strength we can get to our ranks. Please." 
 
    Alfred felt the strangest tingle up his spine. Like a golden thread being unspooled within him. He turned to the open door and his heart pounded in his ears. A shadow loomed out in the hallway and bickering drifted in. A small high voice and a very deep one whispering. Alfred had the oddest feeling of having played this moment before, many times as he slept. Afraid of whoever stood out in that hallway, yet he longed for it.  
 
    The wiry monks bowed and ushered the latecomers to enter. A quiet collective gasp as a very pale red haired girl of about Alfred's age strode into the chamber. As wiry as an urchin and short, but she walked with the air of a prize-fighter thrice her size. It should have looked ridiculous bit it didn't. It was intimidating. She wore cobbled together armour from about ten different countries and a raggedy fox fur cloak that seemed an extension of her hair. It looked like the journey to Ironghast had been long and hard. A streak of grime across her cheek and she chewed on a hunk of dark bread. She stopped inside the door and glared about the room. Her icy eyes a challenge to all.  
 
    What loped in behind her that made everyone breathe in.  
 
    A hulking fur covered brute that needed to duck under the door frame to enter. Like a great bear had been bred with a highland stag. The face an ugly thug of a man's, but the rest bestial. It glowered across the table and then took a strip off a cured turkey leg it held in one massive hand.  
 
    They stood there in the doorway chewing with their mouths open, surveying the scene. The delinquent and the brute. The girl swallowed hard, struggling to get the bread down without water. She spoke to no one in particular.  
 
    "Kitchens tried to give us some food. Bugs or something. Nope." 
 
    Malcom Bluheart gave a nervous smile and spread his hands.  
 
    "Well, then it's good you brought a snack. All wanderers are welcome here, all of us with the Magus. You're safe in these walls for now, both of you. Please, sit. We will value your input in the war council." 
 
    The girl narrowed her eyes and weighed up Malkolm Bluheart. Then she nodded and strode across the chamber to an empty chair. Her protector followed.  
 
    The huge beastman stopped mid-step and stood staring at the Manticore. His brow furrowed and his sneer showed deadly fangs. His voice a bear’s' snarl.  
 
    "I'm standing in a room full of pink and brown little men. One of the Old Races in a cage. Not liking this dynamic. Bit too familiar." 
 
    Bluheart raised his hands and spoke.  
 
    "I can assure you it is for the safety of all. But none here have any doubts as to our real enemy. It's a precaution nothing more." 
 
    The beast man shook his head and made a move towards the incarcerated Manticore.  
 
    "We're not your pet dogs to let loose against your enemies. I've seen you put our kind in cages before. He sits with the rest of us or I unlock him myself." 
 
    Invar Ironbound on his feet in a rattle of mail. He stood square before the beast man. His hand on the hilt of his sheathed sword, drawn. His voice quiet but threatening. A pale wisp of golden light drifted from the exposed blade.  
 
    "That one stays in. Touch that cage, and I'll feed you to him through the bars." 
 
    The beastman crouched down, making him look far more beast than man. He flexed the claws of his hands.  
 
    "Tin man. Little crusader. That sword comes out its sheath and I'm shoving it where your god Angall's light can't reach." 
 
    From behind them the smooth sing-song voice of the Manticore came through the bars.  
 
    "While I appreciate the sentiment, my hirsute friend, I'm afraid Sir Iron Balls is quite right. If you let me out I likely will try to kill everyone in the room. Can't help myself. It's just an itch." 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart on his feet, trying to calm them both. He stepped between the two glaring fighters, kept his voice easy and conversational.  
 
    "You are Karkaren, yes? I know the suffering the lands of men have inflicted on your kind. It might have been the hand of men that burned your forests. But the mind belonged to the Sorrow. We were tricked, all of us. Even our King. We're all different here, and all in danger. Each other is all we have now. The Magus Heart, the sorcery in our blood, it marks us all as brothers, whatever the skin. Please, sit and join us." 
 
    The beastman gave a low growl and narrowed his eyes at Invar. He stood up to his full height and sheathed his claws. He gave a cursory nod to the Manticore and then walked to his vacant seat with a sigh.  
 
    "Tell your little zealot he can breathe out. Not here for him." 
 
    Invar stood still as a statue until the Karkaren had sat down. Then he let is sword fall the inch back into its sheath and a few motes of holy light drifted up into the air and dissipated.  Invar resumed his seat. His face stony. The Karkaren raised an eyebrow at the knight and nudged the girl with a furred elbow.  
 
    "See child. There's your first glimpse a holy warrior. Take heed, because that's your future if you keep up with all this flaming sword, burning light of Angall nonsense. That there is no role model." 
 
    The girl stared at Invar Ironbound in complete awe. As if she had seen a character from a storybook stride from the pages. Her wide eyes took in his armour, his scarred face. The combative attitude she had entered the chamber with had vanished in that moment. She whispered under her breath.  
 
    "Knight of the Blaze." 
 
    Alfred realized that he stared at the girl with the same glazed intensity.  
 
    It's her.  
 
    The ferocious red haired girl Alfred had seen during his prayers in the seminary. The one cleaving her way through a wall of monsters in his nightmares. The one who fiercer than any of the tentacled creatures attacking their world. The shield maiden that had terrified and inspired him in equal measure. But in his dreams a little older, armored and full of raging magic. 
 
    Alfred found himself gazing at her small pointed nose, the pink petulant pucker of her lips. He marveled at her defiant demeanor now melted to wonder. Her blue eyes that peered so at... 
 
    She looked at him.  
 
    "Alfred." Alfred's voice said.  
 
    "What?" The girl replied. 
 
    Alfred took a second to realize he had spoken aloud. He cleared his throat and tried again.  
 
    "Al...Alfred." 
 
    She stared at him in baffled contempt. 
 
    "What about it?" 
 
    "It's my name. I'm Alfred." 
 
    She glared at him unblinking for a long moment.  
 
    "Well done." 
 
    The girl rolled her eyes and resumed facing front. Although Alfred caught a curious glance askance at him. As if some part of her recognized him.  
 
    Alfred looked back down at the table and his cheeks flushed. He felt a conflicting maelstrom of emotions. The most unfriendly, harsh, filthy, and petulant person he had ever encountered. Also the most beautiful girl he had ever seen. Fire encased in cool marble. Scared to look at her but desperate to do so. Alfred had minimal experience with women, and then it had only been flirting with barmaids in Old Vassonia's taverns. This was a new sensation for him. A little overwhelming and he wasn't sure if he liked it. This raggedy girl a stranger to him, and yet he had met her in his visions and dreams so many times. Always in the heat of some gargantuan battle.  
 
    The awkwardness broken by Bluheart. 
 
    "Welcome, newcomers, to our council of war. I was told of your arrival. You've both had a long journey from the south, and entangled with Royal Witchfinders along the way as I hear it. Anyone who gets one over on those foul ravens is a friend of ours. It's Cyrus Blackweather, I believe, and your name is Deena Sanda?" 
 
    Alfred mouthed the word as if a sacred prayer. 
 
    Deena.  
 
    The hulking beastman next to Deena grunted. 
 
    "It's Captain Cyrus Blackweather. And I'm not here for your war. I'm here for compensation." 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart looked puzzled but asked.  
 
    "Compensation for what, sir?" 
 
    Cyrus scowled at the table then fixed Bluheart's gaze.  
 
    "I've given up my ship, my crew, the merchandise in my hold, and the price I would have got for this ginger whelp. All to get her here to the ends of the world. I might come here in rags, but I'm leaving with the silverware, rest assured." 
 
    A disquiet murmur rippled through the council. The Shaman Lisell spoke up.  
 
    "Cyrus Blackweather? I know that name. You're a smuggler of sorcerous goods, a pirate and the terror of the southern seas, as I heard it. Left quite the reputation and quite the trail of bodies behind you." 
 
    Cyrus curled his lips.  
 
    "That trail needn't end here, whisker face." 
 
    The shaman Lisell looked at Cyrus Blackweather and his harsh expression changed. He had an expression almost of pity and disappointment.  
 
    "You are Karkaren. A race of druids and nature magi. A very, very old race. My people, the frost-shaman, we used to meet with your kind sometimes in the forests. At harvest times and winter equinox. In the early days, some of my ancestors worshipped your ancestors as woodland gods. I didn't think any remained. But now I see there is one. Forgotten by the trees and the moon." 
 
    Cyrus glared back at the shaman with contempt and looked about to bark back a response. Then his gaze faltered and he peered at the table. He almost looked ashamed. Deena's hand reached over and touched his massive clawed hand. Cyrus muttered.  
 
    "Just get me enough reward for bringing the girl, so I can get away from this gathering of men. The stench of you lot is unbearable." 
 
    Bluheart smiled at Cyrus and gave him a tiny bow.  
 
    "We would welcome your strength and your skills. But we're all free people here, until the Sorrow comes. Your choices are your own. We will scrape together as much as we can as reward from bringing Deena here to us. You have done something very noble at great risk. We are grateful. She is very precious to us here at Ironghast. She is after all, an aspirant who bears Angall's Whisper." 
 
    Alfred's head snapped up and he stared at the girl once more.  
 
    She's like me. I knew it. 
 
    Alfred's late master, Phillip of Tyne, had told him once, long ago in Old Vassonia before the world upended, that he was not the only one with his unusual blessing. Others awakened all across the world. People with blessings from Angall hidden in their bloodlines that would only spark into life if the Sorrow ever returned.  
 
    He glanced around the huge table and marked out the others he thought shared their abnormality. He counted eight. All young, all looking a little bewildered that the gods had picked them. Alfred wondered if they, like him, all thought that a mistake had been made and the wrong person chosen.  
 
    This girl Deena didn't seem confused. She looked born to fight. He wanted to look upon her again but remembered he was still an acolyte of Angall's temple and therefore had taken vows of chastity and purity. He didn't feel very pure at that moment as he glanced at her pale slender neck.  
 
    Bluheart stood up once again and addressed the council. Alfred shook from his reverie and paid attention.  
 
    "We with the Magus may be few, but our talents are varied. Sometimes whole species share a trait of sorcery. Sometimes an individual is born with abilities never before seen. Thanks to the shaman and sight-thieves amongst us, we can gather much from the eyes of birds and even from the ears of trees. I'm sure our Karkaren friend here can vouch for this." 
 
    Cyrus just grunted and hunched his huge shoulders. 
 
    "Not in years. Cannot remember." 
 
    The Shaman Lisell sighed and gave him a sad smile. Bluheart continued.  
 
    "Our spies have learned that the cursed family of our king have awoken. As the Riddles of Angall told us they would. They are the emissaries of all the pain that is to come. Bringers of plague and lies, saturated with foul magic. One of them, we have learned, set out on her mission. To the city of Crowburgh on the Water, east of the Bleaks. Crowburgh is a strategic town. High walled and defensible. Built on the river Reven. There is an artefact very important to our cause hidden there. Something that could be used against the Green King. So they are making their first move. Putting their pieces in place, before the invasion proper." 
 
    The Ragle twitched his angular head and questioned.  
 
    "Do they know, the people of Crowburgh, what is coming for them?  
 
    Bluheart shook his head.  
 
    "No. And we do not have an army raised yet who can intercept." 
 
    The moss clad woman's maternal voice asked in concern.  
 
    "So what do we do?" 
 
    Bluheart cleared his throat.  
 
    "We send an emissary, a lone man who can avoid their scouts, to infiltrate the city and bring this artefact back to us in secret." 
 
    A weathered man with a huge blonde beard sat back in his chair.  
 
    "One man? It's suicide." 
 
    "That depends on the man" Bluheart said. "On this occasion our good friend and brother monk, Invar Ironbound volunteered for the task." 
 
    Alfred sat up straight and stared at Invar.  
 
    In the weeks since Invar had revealed his true identity and saved Alfred's life, he had grown to respect and admire the old paladin. Invar had been teaching Alfred about the power of the light and how his blessing may evolve into something stronger. Something he would need training to control. Since Alfred lost his old master Phillip of Tyne, he saw Invar as the true master he was supposed to have. Courageous, devout and steadfast. He did not want to lose another teacher.  
 
    He leaned in close and whispered.  
 
    "Master Invar, let me go with you. I can be of use." 
 
    Invar Ironbound gave Alfred a grim glare.  
 
    "No Alfred. You have a different responsibility. You and the other aspirants gathered here. You'll have your own challenges ahead. And, lad, I wouldn't swap places with you for all the gold in the world." 
 
    Bluheart continued.  
 
    "We will never have the numbers that can face the king's blackguard. We know how the Sorrow corrupts and warps the minds of men. We have to accept that we are a few lost stragglers and refugees that have found sanctuary here in this far monastery. So we have to rely on something else for our strength. Something left to us by the gods themselves. Something that only these aspirants gathered here today with Angall’s Whisper can retrieve for us." 
 
    The blonde bearded man leaned in with curious expression.  
 
    "What did they leave us?" 
 
    Bluheart seemed to struggle to find the right words.  
 
    "Weapons, of a sort. Angall's Riddles say that they turned the tide of the last war. Drove the Sorrow back into the dark. They have been hidden, buried and dormant beneath the earth." 
 
    Alfred glanced around the room. He saw the other young aspirants shuffle in their seats. They could not look each other in the eye, in case they gave away their fear. All except the girl Deena, Alfred noticed. She sat there straight backed and breathing slow, as if in silent prayer.  
 
    The moss woman, Morvine, spoke in concern. Her almond eyes wide and worried.  
 
    "What are these poor hunted young people to do? What danger lies before them?" 
 
    Invar leaned forward in earnest. His ringmail armour rattled.  
 
    "You all know what Ironghast Monastery lays at the edge of?" 
 
    Tangible silence fell around the room. Alfred felt the hairs prickle on his arms. In quiet voice he said what everyone thought.  
 
    "The Torrent." 
 
    Invar nodded and looked down at Alfred.  
 
    "The storm of old war. A battle so fierce and filled with sorcery the great city that once lay here polluted and ruined. So poisonous to life, that in the aftermath, the gods formed a wall around it so it could not spread to the world. Nothing inside the walls of storm could leave, and nothing living could enter." 
 
    A shadow seemed to pass across the vaulted chamber, as if some great bird had flown over them. The candles flickered. The tension in the council like a shiver passed amongst them. Alfred knew where this headed. His gift of translation had stumbled across the clues hidden in the library. He had denied it and ignored it for weeks. But whatever he did, he knew he was doomed. Invar continued in his gravelly voice.  
 
    "That foul place has been sealed off like a tomb for a thousand years. It is a place of ghosts and demons. The foulness of the Sorrow is shut in there too. Stewing in bitterness for all those years. It is outside time and sanity. No one knows the form that nightmares take inside. Only the light of Angall and a true heart can keep you safe in that cursed storm." 
 
    Father Bluheart took a nervous sip of his water and addressed the room.  
 
    "If our translation of Angall's Riddles is accurate, there is only one thing that allows passage into the Torrent. The blessing known as Angall's Whisper." 
 
    Morvine could not conceal her natural empathy. She looked at Alfred like a worried aunt.  
 
    "But why in the world would you want to send them in there? To their death." 
 
    Father Bluheart sat tight jawed trying to suppress his own concern for the boy. For all of them.  
 
    "Because the weapons they need are somewhere within. The gods knew they could not allow any ordinary mortal to lay their hands on such things. Hidden in a place so inaccessible that only a select few at the right time would have access. Even then they would have to prove themselves worthy of the prize." 
 
    Lisell the shaman slapped his fist on the table.  
 
    "So it's a gauntlet. To weed out the unworthy." 
 
    Invar cut in.  
 
    "It is that. But it might even weed out the worthy." 
 
    "How so?" Asked Lisell.  
 
    Father Bluheart spoke.  
 
    "The things these aspirants seek are dormant Archangels. Servants and messengers of Angall and the other gods during the darkest days of the old war. Angels are not like us, not by a long way. They choose you. But they're as likely to burn your soul to dust as help you." 
 
    The girl Deena spoke up. Alfred's stomach fluttered when he heard her voice.  
 
    "This Torrent sounds like a dark place. Like it needs cleansed by Angall's light. I do not fear the ghosts in there. Or the demons. But most of all I do not fear the angels. His light would only burn wicked things. I give my heart to god, and he can choose to burn or bless it." 
 
    Invar peered at her, sizing her up. Silence in the room after Deena spoke. Her voice young but clear and full of commitment. Invar spoke up and Deena stared wide eyed in awe of him.  
 
    "You know what aspirant paladins had to go through to become true Knights of the Blaze, don't you girl?" 
 
    Deena shook her scruffy head. Everyone in the council silent as Invar spoke. 
 
    "They took the essence of angels, holy spirits, into their bodies and communed with them. The spirit dissipates and sacrifices itself to become one with the aspirant. The magus Heart within us is what allows that. It is the only place in the body that can house such inhuman energy. Even with that, only about one in ten survived the process. I have watched devout, pure, holy men give their heart and soul to such a spirit. Only to burn like stars. Their screams became motes of light that drifted into the air. In all the centuries of our order, the most we found were little scraps of spirit, scavenged from secret places and hidden temples. These things you seek, they are sleeping generals of Angall. Complete and whole. Approach them with an unworthy heart, and they will incinerate your soul. So if I was scared of anything in there, girl, it would not be the ghosts or the demons. It would be the Angels." 
 
    Alfred watched the girl. Bewitched by the flame of her hair, greasy and unkempt as it was. For the first time he saw a flicker of doubt in her blue eyes. He saw a girl with strong faith, but he also saw a hint of fear. Her eyes faltered under Invar's gaze and she offered him a pious nod. Then she kept her head down and looked at the table in front of her, as afraid as the rest of them.  
 
    Invar stood up tall and bunched his fists. He leaned forward on the table, supporting himself on his gauntlets like a gorilla.  
 
    "The Knights of the Blaze formed over a thousand years ago, founded by our god Angall himself, before he left for the outer dark. Tasked to keep watch on the world. To prepare for the return of the Sorrow. Over the centuries we grew complacent, greedy and indulgent. I wonder if we even stopped believing in our own cause, thinking them myths. The king, controlled by the Sorrow, put an end to us, forty years ago. Once we remembered our true calling, we were traitors to him, nothing more. The king put an end to many things in that time. The days we know as the purges." 
 
    Invar scanned the room. He locked eyes with the men, women, youths, and the smattering of Old Races left.  
 
    "You've all been touched by the purges. All lost your homes or your families. He aimed to eradicate all the blood in the world tainted with magic. And he almost succeeded. A fire and light in the world near extinguished. The King and his dark cult reduced us to ashes, and the last embers seemed to go out. But a lot can rise from the ashes if one ember remains. So we here, we blessed few, we form a new covenant today. I declare us The Order of Ashes." 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart stood up and raised his cup of water.  
 
    "The Order of Ashes." 
 
    Each member of the council stood, raised a cup to the group, and repeated the phrase. Each of them had fear in their hearts at the hopelessness of their situation. The remnants of dying breeds and freaks of nature. Trying to fight back against a cosmic force that had devoured entire worlds. And a once human king who commanded armies and fortunes. But what choice do we have, thought Alfred? 
 
    He raised his own wooden cup and drank deep of the wine within.  
 
    For the first time in a long time, he longed to be drunk.  
 
    Alfred felt Invar’s heavy hand on his shoulder.  
 
    "Alfred and the rest of you aspirants here. Come with me to the observatory. We need to prepare you for your voyage into the Torrent." 
 
    Alfred felt his legs go weak. For a moment not sure if he could stand. He took another swig of weak wine and along with the other chosen, he stood up. He felt like a man going to the gallows.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    3 
 
      
 
    Middigan Smythe, best ratcatcher in Crowburgh, slammed the gate shut on his rusted rat trap. The black rodent screeched and fought the bars. Its hairless tail whipped against the metal and it bared its teeth. A healed wound zig-zagged across its back. The smell of festering flesh.  
 
    Middigan looked up and showed his graveyard grin to the homeowners. A little dribble of spittle frothed down his chin.  
 
    "There ya go, lovelies. That's dada caught. Fattest I've seen in a while. My dog Trippin will have a king's banquet feastin' on his guts tonight. No surprise your larder running low with this monster skulking about yer home." 
 
    A plump woman in sack cloth dress and headscarf edged further into the corner of the room. Her arms around a small boy who stared wide eyed at the chattering rodent. His mother squeezed him tighter. A blood soaked rag wrapped around her left hand. She ogled the caged animal with contempt.  
 
    "That's the one that bit. I'm sure of it. It had that hairless scar on its back. He's been feasting on our dried food and stealing our breath while we sleep for weeks. Toddy woke up last night with the creature on his chest, sucking the air out his lungs!" 
 
    The skinny boy gave him a wide eyed nod.  
 
    Middigan gave the mother a sympathetic smile. It would not do to educate this hard working housewife in the finer points of rat culture, not in her present state. Like all good hunters he admired and respected his quarry. 
 
    They'll be here when we're all gone, he'd often say to people in the gin houses, when in his cups. Scurrying about in the kingdom of rubbish we build for them.  
 
    Hated and reviled by all. Spreaders of plague and infection, thieves of hard earned bread and grain. Seen as denizens of the underworld, the reincarnation of bad souls sent to plague the living. Rat catching a vocation both admired and repulsive and Middigan met these criteria to the letter.  
 
    Just outsiders scrabbling for scraps from those with abundance. He could not blame them for that. He had lived his forty years the same. But proud of his civic duty, he never shirked or cut corners when it came to his job.  
 
    The woman held out her wounded hand. Her face ruddy and honest but old beyond her years. The only natural light in the room spilled in from a grimy round window at the far end. Damp reeds on the floor, scurrying with lice. A small kettle of vegetable stew hung over a central fireplace. A bread oven built into the wall and several warm loaves sat inside. The yeasty smell hung even over the stench of the rat. But it didn't quite drown out the damp stench of Middigan. The rat catcher had an excellent nose, bulbous and sensitive to his prey, but no sense of his own reek.  
 
    Middigan stood up and took her hand in his own, turning it over. He noticed the woman recoil a little and he smiled inside. Looking at his own filthy nobbled hand. The brown nails cracked and long. The skin ingrained with years of rat blood and sewer grime.  
 
    He was used to it. As the city's most famed rat-catcher, he held an esteemed place in society. He did the jobs and tackled the vermin no one else wanted to step within a hundred feet of. Folks grateful,  he got bowls of porridge given to him. Some kind family gave him a pair of sturdy leather shoes week before last. He wasn't gonna be blessing any new-born babies or invited round for supper, but Middigan was alright with that. For twenty years he had lived on his own in a rickety shack that sat atop a winding staircase. His little home in an abandoned tower above a four storey tenement, crushed and misshapen against the southern wall of the city. He'd sit there at night slurping his porridge before an iron stove then smoke his whittled pipe. A yellow lantern swung outside, and slotted into the fixture his rat killing stick, the tradesman's flag fluttering from it. A black rat on a triangle of red. He smoked and played dice with himself. Or he drank gin and looked out his little window at the stars, until the patter of feet came up the rickety staircase to his hut. One scruffy urchin or another would be breathless outside his door most nights, holding up a note. He had a retainer at many of the richer merchant's houses but there always unexpected business to be gleaned. Black rats were egalitarians and not a dwelling in any city rich or poor didn't have three or four unwanted tenants.  
 
    The woman pulled the stained rag back from her palm. Two inflamed puncture wounds clotted with blood pierced the middle of her hand. She looked at Middigan .  
 
    "Have I caught something? Will it spread to my family? A Plague or sewer-fever?" 
 
    Middigan inspected her wound closer then gave her a shrug. 
 
    "No telling . There's not been a case of true plague for over seventy years. And if sewer fever was that easy to catch I'd have been dead decades ago. But I can't say it won't get infected, like any animal bite can. I'd advise you soak it in riverman's gin for a good hour every night this week. It stops the pus and discoloration. But don't over worry, Goodwife Farence. You're a sturdy lass, if your husband won't beat me for saying so. Strong enough to have healthy boys, so I say you'll be fine." 
 
    Mrs. Farence gave him a nervous nod and replaced the sodden wrapping. Middigan picked up his cage, stuck two fingers in his mouth and whistled. An instant later a little white terrier came scarpering through from the larder. His head held proud and a dead rat clamped between his oversized jaws. The muscular little animal trotted up to his master, stubby tail wagging.  
 
    "There he is! Little Trippin always gets his man. " 
 
    Middigan turned back to the woman and child. A triumphant grin plastered on his craggy face.  
 
    "That'll be the mother, and she's not been pregnant of late. So that's the last of them, Goodwife." Middigan waved his hand through the thick air like a priest. "I declare this house clean." 
 
    The woman thanked him bowed her head. Middigan gave her a wink and then crouched down and tried to prize the rat from Trippin's teeth. The scruffy dog shook his head to and fro, loving the game but refusing to give up his prize. Middigan gave a nervous laugh and glanced at the woman.  
 
    "Come on now lad, let's keep ourselves professional. You'll get the full slop of this in your bowl when we get home. Now let go for the nice lady." 
 
    With a final tug Middigan freed the rodent with a wet tear and popped it in his bag. The woman rushed over and pressed a silver coin into his hand, thanking him again.  
 
    "All part of the service madam. You have a lovely day to yerself now." 
 
    Middigan scrunched his misshapen hat on his head and walked out into the city, whistling tunelessly.  
 
    He wound his way through the streets of Crowburgh towards the southern end of the city. An old, shambling place and one of the biggest cities on the whole western edges of the continent. Its foundations ancient, built during the reign of Kalkalus the Third. Crowburgh, once a city of aqueducts and heated floors. It sat astride the wide brown river Reven, and had been a crucible of trade and innovation. The old town still stood, but the city had expanded more than ever imagined. With the high stone walls as limits, now a cramped urban sprawl stacked up high on many levels. Keeping it clean and disease free a civic nightmare but Middigan did his bit every day.  
 
    Seventeen thousand people resided within the old walls. Middigan estimated ten times that many fat black rats. He knew one thing. He would never go out of business.  
 
    One thing the old builders did well a thousand years ago was plumbing. Crowburgh had a complex sewer system that few modern masons could match. The tunnels and catacombs of the old city ran for miles, puncturing through sunken old parts of the town, sealed off streets and forgotten cemeteries. A city beneath a city, where a population of rodents build their society. No one could sniff their way around that subterranean world like Middigan. He had mapped it in his mind over decades.  
 
    Up ahead he saw his little hut. Above a crooked shambles of butcher shops, where carcasses and slops thrown out back for rats and flies. The fresh meat hung to cure on rusted hooks at front shop. Piled atop that a dilapidated warren of living quarters cresting with chimneys. People leaned out their windows smoking or gossiping with neighbors. And above that an unstable looking tower that veered at an angle. A lantern swung from it and a flag fluttered showing a black rat.  
 
    Home. All Middigan wanted was to take off his boots and lie down on his straw mattress and sleep for a week. His old bones starting to ache when winter approached.  
 
    Trippin scuttled about at his feet, glancing up at the cage with its juicy prisoner squealing within.  
 
    Just about to ascend the long winding staircase to his hut, mouthwatering at the thought of a cup of gin, when a blond boy ran up to him holding out a letter.  
 
    "Mister Smythe! Mister Smythe! Been looking for you everywhere." 
 
    Middigan looked down his swollen nose at the boy.  
 
    "You didn't think to try where I lived?" 
 
    The boy stood panting and held out the paper. "I heard you was on a job sir, been trekking the streets for you." 
 
    Middigan shrugged.  
 
    "You'll have to read it to me boy, my letters ain't as good as they should be. Looks like a mayor's seal on that, or am I mistaken?" 
 
    The boy looked afraid. Middigan knew he could look unapproachable in his layers of stained clothing and matted hair. But he never thought himself frightening.  
 
    "It is from the mayor sir. It's a summons. Your expertise is required straight away at the utmost urgency." 
 
    Middigan scuttled his unkempt brows.  
 
    "Urgency, lad? At the mayor's house? I hunted his home clean not last week." 
 
    The boy shook his head.  
 
    "No Mr. Smythe. At the front gate. There's a girl at the front gate of the city." 
 
    Middigan was befuddled. Trippin was yapping at his feet so he reached down and gave the dog a quick tickle.  
 
    "I only do rats, son. I don't think anyone would take too kindly to me bashing in the head of a girl with my stick." 
 
    The boy grabbed Middigan's filthy sleeve and pulled.  
 
    "She's got rats with her. Lots of them. Best you see for yourself sir. Come.” 
 
    Middigan's curiosity piqued now. He followed the lad through the winding cobbled alleyways of Crowburgh, Trippin running at his heels. He almost lost the boy a couple of times passing through busy market squares, but he came to the northern wall of the city. The main gate closed and portcullis down, which Middigan thought unusual. The boy ushered him to a wooden staircase that led up to the battlements. A city watchman in chainmail coat stepped up and gave him a wave.  
 
    "You the rat-man?" 
 
    Middigan nodded. 
 
    "Aye, most folks know me as that round here, but I don't see-" 
 
    The watchman took him by the arm and half dragged him up the steps.  
 
    "The mayor's up top. Asked for you. Says you keep his residence clear. Got your work cut out now, old man." 
 
    Middigan wanted to protest but he had time to think.  
 
    Several more watchmen stationed on the walkway above the main gate to Crowburgh. They shuffled and looked out over the wall. Nestled amongst them a tall man with a pot belly and fur trimmed cloak. His grey hair shot out from his temples like seagull wings. When he saw Middigan he strode over on lanky limbs.  
 
    "Middigan. Thank the gods they found you. The strangest morning we are having. It is good to have your fine expertise with us." 
 
    Middigan smiled but unsure what he could bring to this meeting. 
 
    "You’re welcome sir. But I'm not sure what you're expecting of me." 
 
    The mayor, Michael Torse, worked his mouth but no words came. His blue eyes searched Middigan's face for answers but found nothing. 
 
    "It's...someone has arrived...it's the preserve of the gods, Middigan. We didn't invite her here. We want no magic in Crowburgh. Hasn't been for years. I'm sending a messenger to the king. But closed the gates. Can't let her in." 
 
    Middigan shook his head. Trippin whining at his feet. 
 
    "Lord Mayor, if you'll forgive me I'm not an educated man. Why do you need a rat catcher?" 
 
    The mayor led Middigan to the edge of the walkway overlooking the front gates. He pointed down below. Middigan blinked and then squeezed finger and thumb to the bridge of his nose. His eyes strained down to the road outside the city.  
 
    There on a pale horse sat a young girl no more than ten.  
 
    Her hood pulled back and Middigan could see something wrong with her. Her skin a greenish-grey, mottled with spider webs of black veins. Her eyes a sickly shade and an unsettling light emanated from them. Even her horse looked diseased. Patches of infection dappled its flanks and a black drool hung from its lips.  
 
    Next to the girl's horse stood a cloaked and hooded figure. Over nine feet tall with the look of a monk. Middigan could not see the face beneath the hood, but it had several strange pink tendrils trailing from beneath like a strange beard. It looked familiar to him but his mind struggled to take the vision in.  
 
    Middigan glanced at the mayor. 
 
    "I don't see no magic, Lord Mayor, but I know sickness when I see it. That poor child has some kind of plague, one we don't want in the walls. I know how hard it is keeping on top of epidemics, Milord. I feel awful for the child, but once it's inside it's inside. Maybe we could get some broth out to her or something, lower it down?" 
 
    The mayor pulled his fur cloak around him and sniffed up some snot. A fine grey drizzle had started around them. Beyond the girl, the road led up towards dark rolling hills. Storm clouds gathered in the distance.  
 
    "I know what she is. But it can't be. It's been gone for a thousand years." 
 
    Middigan frowned. At his feet, the plucky Trippin hunched and whimpering.  
 
    "I'm not taking your meaning sir." 
 
    The mayor glanced askance at the rat catcher. 
 
    "It's the Sorrow. Come back for us all as it promised." 
 
    Middigan had not read many books but he knew the myths as much as anyone. The ancient invasion that an affront to life itself, warping everything it touched. He looked down at the child and her tall companion. But this one, just a little girl. Sick, no doubt, but no threat as long as she kept isolated from others. The Mayor spoke quiet and rushed to Middigan.  
 
    "She tried to come in with a band of merchants, hooded and quiet. But someone saw her skin and called plague. Before she could get past the guard, everyone scattered from her and the iron brought down. She's just sat there on the horse since, looking up at us. She won't respond." 
 
    Mayor Michael Torse straightened his robes and stood tall. He took a deep breath in and spoke down to the girl on the horse.  
 
    "Child. I am sorry for your predicament, but we cannot let you in to Crowburgh. Has your family perished? Who is your companion? Ask him to remove his cowl and speak with us on your behalf." His eyes flicked to the tall man beside her.  
 
    The little girl shifted in her saddle. She looked up at the mayor with her pale green eyes and the horse whinnied in misery. The mayor called down again. 
 
    "I must preserve the sanctity of the city. But I will have shelter built outside the walls and food brought to you. And such medicine as we have. For you and your...friend." 
 
    The tall cowed companion stood quiet still, his hands crossed and tucked into his wide sleeves like a monk. Yet Middigan saw his entire form writhe beneath the brown robes. The girl cocked her head up at the Mayor and opened her mouth. When she spoke, her voice not that of a child. The harsh voice came like an echo from the underworld. 
 
    "In the name of my Father, The Green King, one who has slept too long, and now opened his eyes once again on the world, I give you choices." 
 
    Mayor Michael broke out in a sweat. He ran a hand through his wiry grey hair. The watchmen next to him were agitated and gripped their spears tight. The Mayor cleared his throat and called down. Middigan could hear the fear in his voice.  
 
    "And who is your father? We are not here to parley terms with you, child." 
 
    The girl gave him a tiny shrug.  
 
    "My father has starved for a long time. Hidden beneath the world. Healing and finding his strength. Ignored and unprayed to, except by a few. Seen all of your dreams. He is very hungry. You must let me in so he can feed." 
 
    The Mayor looked to Middigan and spoke.  
 
    "I called you because one of the merchants that ran from her saw beneath the cowl of her companion. Look at the beard, Middigan. Look at it." 
 
    Middigan narrowed his old eyes and peered down at the tall monk stood next to the horse. Sure his eyes were mistaken because the figure was as tall as her mount. He gazed at the straggly appendages hanging down from the bottom of the cowl. They almost seemed to writhe. In a moment of shock he recoiled and looked to the Mayor with incomprehension.  
 
    "They're..." 
 
    The young girl turned in the saddle and leaned in to her companion. She whispered something to him and Middigan saw green mist snake from her mouth and drift under the hood. Then the figure reached up with appendages not hands and drew back its cowl.  
 
    Middigan stared at the entity but his mind would not accept it. The man had no face, no head! Just a writhing pile of rats squirming around in a vague head-shape. A few tails hung down as a tendril beard. The girl spoke again. 
 
    "My true father filled me with sorrow. Unless you let me in and surrender your town. You have treasures inside that we want." 
 
    Something more than the words chilled Middigan's soul. The child sounded like a creature who did not understand speech and language. Mimicking it somehow. The voice distorted and foul. Too loud for a child's lungs to produce.  
 
    Middigan looked at the construct that was her companion. The writhing black bodies glistened as they wormed their way around each other. He had seen frozen rat kings in the sewers with their tails stuck together. But this was not possible.  
 
    The Mayor turned to him.  
 
    "Have you ever seen such rats? Have you ever seen anything like this, Middigan?" 
 
    Middigan shook his head in shock. 
 
    "No, of course not. That's not natural, not the behavior of vermin. That's sorcery. That girl isn't sick with disease, milord, she sick with dark magic." 
 
    The girl steadied her horse and looked up again.  
 
    "My father hungers. But he can find no thaumaturgy to feed upon. So he must feed on lesser things." 
 
    The mayor shouted down at her.  
 
    "There are many good souls in these walls. You will keep your foul witchcraft away from us. The king will hear of this! Magic is the preserve of the gods alone. Hexmaidens like you purged years ago. He will send his Witchfinders to hunt you." 
 
    The child raised her hand and her sleeve fell back to her elbow. Gleaming on her finger a ring everybody knew. A great purple stone within a cage of gold. The royal seal. The girl smiled without kindness. 
 
    "Good people. I am sent from the royal household itself, to parley with you. Let me in." 
 
    The mayor stared at the ring in horror.  
 
    "Get away from here. Foul liar and polluted with magic. We will tear the Magus from your body and burn it! Now go before I call an archer to pepper you with wood." 
 
    The girl nodded.  
 
    "Pray to whatever gods you have and make your peace with your kin. By three days dawn you will be part of us." 
 
    Middigan watched in horror as the collection of man shaped rats spread its arms wide. It stood there for a moment as if about to speak. Then it collapsed into a hundred shrieking rodents that scurried towards the city walls. A fine green mist rose from their fur. Middigan didn't trust his eyes as much as he used to, but as they scurried towards nooks and crannies of the wall, he could swear they grew in size.  
 
    The mayor turned to Middigan and grabbed his collar.  
 
    "They're getting in. They carry some foul plague and sorcery. Hunt them down. Find every last one of them and kill them." 
 
    Middigan glanced down at the now empty robes on the road. The girl on the horse impassive now and said no more.  
 
    He nodded to the mayor and then walked to the edge of the platform, looking inward over the city. It looked so safe from the outside. A huge high wall surrounding them. Now all trapped inside.  
 
    At his feet, Trippin hunkered down and snarled out at Crowburgh.  
 
    "Easy lad. Save your strength. I'm thinking this is going to take more than a rat killing stick. But vermin are vermin. Not one bested me yet. Come on, let's go get your supper." 
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    Alfred stood in the observatory of Ironghast looking out at the Torrent.  
 
    He tried to control his sweating palms, clammy face and rapid breathing. He did not want the other aspirants to see how scared he was. But more than anything he didn't want the girl Deena to know. She had acknowledged him since they had been ushered into this high tower by Invar Ironbound.  
 
    All of them made to stand in a row at the edge of the wide viewing balcony.  
 
    Ironghast stood on a narrow promontory at the edge of a jagged mountain range. Ahead of the monastery to the east a two hundred foot drop leading to the desolation of the Bleaks. The route Alfred, and all of them, had travelled to reach Ironghast. But behind the monastery to the west where they now faced a wide valley strewn with ruined pillars and fallen roofs. At the end of this valley a swirling maelstrom of stormclouds. A vast globe of rage that hung blocking the mountain pass. Bigger than the gloomy mountains around it . Flashes of purple lightning emanated from within the cloud. Alfred felt so small and insignificant in its presence. He thought it to be a sentient thing, a slow growling titan issuing a warning not to approach.  
 
    But approach he must.  
 
    Behind them  Invar Ironbound paced, his hands behind his back. His grey hood up, the aspirants heard his heavy boots pace behind them.  
 
    "If anything on this earth is symbol of what the world went through a thousand years ago, it is The Torrent. The last stand of the armies of men, Old races, Gods, angels, and the filth of the Sorrow." 
 
    Alfred gulped as another heartbeat of purple lightning pulsed within the distant maelstrom. He felt the air vibrate in front of him and a pulse of energy hit his face. He glanced to his side. They all felt it. He saw Deena's blue eyes narrow as the sorcery washed over them.  
 
    She turned her head and spoke behind her as Invar walked past.  
 
    "Anyone ever walked inside before, Master Invar?" 
 
    Invar stopped behind her and leaned his head in close to her ear. Alfred could see her wince from the old paladin's whisky breath.  
 
    "The question you should be asking, aspirant, is whether anyone ever walked out again." 
 
    Deena straightened her head and resumed her attentive stance. Gazing forward out to the ominous cloud.  
 
    "And have they, master?" 
 
    Invar started pacing again. He gave a deep sigh.  
 
    "Not whole. There have been a few over the centuries who have entered. Hermits and madmen. Those thinking they hear the voice of god or those plagued by devils. Almost every last one of them set ablaze the instant they crossed the threshold into the Torrent. Not even bones left. Left that way by the gods for a reason. So much residual magic in there, it bent reality. And the slime of the Sorrow lingers in there too. Alive but trapped. " 
 
    One of the other aspirants, a tall lean lad with cropped black hair, shuffled. He spoke what the rest of them were thinking.  
 
    "With the greatest respect master, how does anyone know that our blessing will protect us? What's to stop us becoming fireballs as we step across?  
 
    Another aspirant, a weasel faced girl with hair like straw and blotchy freckles, could not hide the waver in her voice.  
 
    "Are we relying on the vague promises of ancient riddles, in forgotten books, that not even scholars of Angall can agree on what they mean? No living person can translate the language of Angall." 
 
    Alfred glanced sidelong at the group. He cleared his throat and spoke.  
 
    "I can."  
 
    A well-built youth with a flat face and bad teeth snorted beside Alfred.  
 
    "I'm glad you can, because you don't look like you could fight sleep." 
 
    Deena jabbed a quick elbow out into the boy's ribs. The air went from him and he doubled up for a moment, struggling to stay on his feet. Then he straightened up and cast her an evil glare. Deena stared straight forward and smiled.  
 
    "It's not the size of the dog in the fight, tubby. Leave him alone." 
 
    Alfred felt an almost overwhelming surge of warmth and his belly fluttered again. She had just stuck up for him. Perhaps she didn't despise him out of hand after all.  Invar clouted the flat faced boy on the back of the head as he passed. The lad winced and stood to attention.  
 
    "Someone who can read Angallic script will be of utmost importance once you are inside. Riddles and warnings aren't just written in books. If Alfred's blessing warped to gift him the ability to comprehend secret languages, it may save your lives. In fact, you will likely all rely on each other if you're to survive. So you better start respecting and looking after one another. Once you're in there, you'll be the only friendly faces any of you will see for a good while." 
 
    Something snagged in Alfred's brain. He stood there to attention with his hands behind his back, gazing out across the valley of ruins at the rumbling cloud. It flashed purple again, deep within its heart.  
 
    "Master Invar. You said no living man had crossed into the Torrent. Then how can you still know what is in there after so many years?" 
 
    Invar stopped pacing behind them.  
 
    "I said almost no one. One man walked out, forty years ago. Been living here at the monastery ever since." 
 
    A ripple of amazement ran through the row of black clad youths. They glanced at each other and muttered. Alfred spoke out.  
 
    "How did he survive when others did not?" 
 
    Invar walked in front of the line. He stood there on the wide balcony, with the Torrent illuminated behind him. Dark stormclouds gathered over the mountain range. A cold wind blew into the observatory.  
 
    Invar looked every inch the angry mountain god as he surveyed them.  
 
    "Because other than you nine miscreants, he's the only man in centuries to be born with Angall's Whisper. It allowed him safe passage in, and it allowed him out." 
 
    Alfred's eyes widened in amazement.  
 
    "He's here. He's alive?" 
 
    Invar chewed his big grey moustache. He frowned as he searched for the right answer.  
 
    "He breathes. His heart beats. Come with me. I will take you to him. It might help you, or it might not." 
 
    Without another word Invar strode to the top of the spiral staircase that led down into the monastery.  The aspirants looked at each other, and then followed the paladin.  
 
    He led them on a winding route down spiral staircases, deep into the old heart of Ironghast. Alfred had explored the structure over the weeks since his arrival. An ancient warren with many areas off limits.  
 
    A place of great and ancient secrets, and he had begun to learn the first of them. Finding out that Invar had kept and raised the world's last Manticore here had been shock enough for Alfred. Invar had told him since that there many old and dark secrets in the monastery. Things they may need to use in the war to come.  
 
    The aspirants ended up in a long gloomy corridor with a locked gate. Invar fiddled with a bunch of keys until he picked one out and opened it with a rusty creak. The corridor torch-lit but seemed like a very old part of Ironghast. Several small doors lined the walls and Invar led them down towards one on the far left.  
 
    "Some of the monks have taken a vow of silence and retreated from the world. They live in small rooms here with their books and meditations. They do not join the rest of us for meals of prayers, preferring a life of quiet contemplation." 
 
    Deena glanced around the cramped corridor. 
 
    "Ironghast is not enough isolation for people here?" 
 
    Invar worked his thick jaw. 
 
    "For some of those with the Magus, the world is too loud a place. Those that manifest as sight-thieves or can hear the dreams of others. To them, raindrops are like the beating of drums. They can see much, they have been our spies through the eyes of the forest and city. But it takes a great toll on them." 
 
    Alfred peered into the small grate on one of the rooms. Lit by a single candle. A man sat cross legged on a horsehair mat. His eyes closed and deep in meditation. Then Alfred noticed that the walls of his little room thick with vines and bushes. Bright red berries and white mistletoe had sprouted everywhere. Alfred gave Invar a curious glance. The old paladin smiled. 
 
    "Simon there has walked in the blue forest for going on three years now, in any number of guises. Squirrel, hawk and fox. He walks as them all. Only ever seen him wake once a month or so to eat and bathe. Then he is back to the woods in his mind. He brings some of nature back with him it seems." 
 
    Alfred peered in again and saw the monk's eyes open, wide but unseeing. Black as ink.  
 
    "Can a man become lost in such dreams?” 
 
    Invar nodded and gave a little laugh. 
 
    "Yes, I think they can. Those that become trees. They find the peace they cannot find in life and the world slows down for them." 
 
    Deena glanced along the dim corridor. The other aspirants huddled in behind.  
 
    "Is the man we have come to see like them?" 
 
    Invar's face darkened. 
 
    "No. No he is not. He is something else." 
 
    They moved along a corridor to a thick oak door. Unlike the others secured and bolted. The aspirants huddled together, clamoring to see through the little grate.  
 
    Alfred jostled and pushed but he managed to stay at the front and peer inside. A dingy room, the stench of sweat and damp drifted out to them. The room lit by a single oil lamp. Symbols and writing scrawled all across the walls. In chalk, ink and blood. Alfred leaned in closer to peer inside.  
 
    He noticed that in the hubbub he pressed in close to Deena, who also tried to peer inside. She had bathed since her arrival at the council. Her white skin smelled scrubbed with soap. Her hair conditioned with some kind of oil that had the aroma of cloves and cinnamon. Alfred felt her hard, wiry shoulder pressed into his chest. He felt his heart beat too fast again and the sweat break out on his forehead. He glanced sidelong at her and she turned with a grouchy frown.  
 
    "What?" She said. 
 
    "Nothing, I er...you've had a bath." 
 
    She looked at him like he was insane. They heard the suppressed giggles and whispers of the other aspirants behind them. Her wide blue eyes incredulous, she replied as if to an imbicile.  
 
    "I...have." 
 
    Invar's big hands shoved them aside as if made of straw and stepped close to the grate. He spoke inside. As soft as his granite voice would allow.  
 
    "Father Latherus. Are you awake? I have brought some young acolytes to see you. They would hear your wisdom, and of your journeys." 
 
    Only the crackle of the oil lamp heard within. Alfred leaned closer in, straining his eyes to the gloom.  
 
    A face appeared at the grate an inch from Alfred's. Wild bloodshot eyes. Broken brown teeth and a matted beard. Alfred shot back, banging his head into one of the other boy's chins. The other, the flat-face chunky boy, gave Alfred a little shove forward.  
 
    "Watch what you're doing, whelp." 
 
    Alfred rubbed the back of his head and looked at the filthy face in the cell. The monk leaned in close and Alfred reeled from his reeking breath. His voice a dry croak, little used.  
 
    "A lot of Whisperers out there. Are you planning a school outing, Old Gumm?" 
 
    Invar nodded at the man.  
 
    "Aye, of a sort, father." Invar leaned in close and whispered.  
 
    "These troublemakers know me as Invar Ironbound, father. I'm er, repenting my drunken ways and trying to remember who I was. Can you spare us a few moments to do the same?" 
 
    The raggedy monk looked deep into Invar's eyes and then held up a piece of chalk. His eyes grew  wild and stared into something none of the rest of them could see.  
 
    "I was just about to begin a lesson, Gumm... Er, Invar. This is a seminary as well as a monastery. Please come in. I was in the middle of something." 
 
    The filthy face disappeared from the grate and retreated to somewhere in the room. The furious noise of chalk scratching on the stone walls began.  
 
    Invar slid the bolt of the door and then turned to the aspirants.  
 
    The lanky black haired boy stood open-mouthed.  
 
    "How long was he inside the Torrent?" 
 
    Invar thought for a moment.  
 
    "Less than an hour." 
 
    The straw haired girl with the blotchy freckles turned away in amazement.  
 
    "This is madness. He is mad himself, look at him! You're not getting me to set a foot in that Torrent. Not for a moment." 
 
    Invar shrugged.  
 
    "No one can make you go. Blessed by Angall, but not because you're special. It's for you to rise and meet your blessing. You to prove yourself worthy of having it." 
 
    The straw haired girl tsked and folded her arms. Alfred knew that they wouldn't get along. She whined some more.  
 
    "Maybe I'm not worthy. Maybe none of us are." 
 
    Invar stood tall and his shadow fell across her. She shrunk back a little and could not meet his eye.  
 
    "Maybe. But you few wretches are the only people in the world that can walk in there and walk out again. Without those holy weapons, hidden somewhere inside, we have no chance at all to stop the Sorrow. It will sweep across the world, and this time it will win. So you're all we've got. I hope you find your courage. If not you can hunker down here in the monastery until the Sorrow finds you, and takes all that you are." 
 
    A shiver ran through the huddled youths. Alfred sympathized with them. He also questioned his place here, and the burden the gods had placed upon him. But something had changed in him these last few weeks. The first ember of faith and courage. Just a flicker and the slightest breeze could extinguish it. But it was there.  
 
    Not a problem he could walk away from. All he would be walking into if he did was a slower less predictable death. A coward's death. King Oligan, the Brotherhood of Vicissitude and the ancient Sorrow would sweep across the world and leave not a single thing alive. With his sorcerous blood, he would always be hunted. He and the other aspirants had only one chance to save themselves and the world as they knew it. He turned to the group and cleared his throat. 
 
    "It's a mortal danger to go in there, that's true. But it's a greater danger to wait out here. In there we might have slim chance, but out here we have none. I say we go into that Torrent and do what we have to do. Help each other through it." 
 
    Deena gave him a strange glance then. For a fleeting moment Alfred thought it admiration. Then back to the usual contempt. She muttered under her breath. 
 
    "Drowning in a shark's mouth." 
 
    "Eh?" 
 
    She looked down to the floor. 
 
    "It's something Cyrus used to say when at sea. Just deeper and deeper layers of danger. The one that kills you, you didn't even see coming. Drowning in a shark's mouth." 
 
    Alfred looked at her and nodded. He couldn't help noticing her fringe falling over one blue eye.  
 
    Something else had changed for him.  He didn't know her, and she seemed to hate everything he said and did. But this girl Deena made Alfred want to be a braver man. He had caught sight of something that made him want to protect the world he lived in. Not a mountain, or a statue, or a shrine to god. A red haired girl who despised him. He chastised himself.  
 
    Don't be ridiculous Alfred, you don't even know her.  
 
    Deena looked up at Invar and raised a dark brow.  
 
    "Can we talk with him?" 
 
    Invar gazed at her and then gave a little shrug.  
 
    "You can try. He doesn't say much, and when he does, it's often not in any language we can understand. He just scrawls his artwork on the walls. When they are full, we clean the walls, and he begins again." 
 
    Alfred stepped forward from the huddle of aspirants.  
 
    "Let me come with you, Deena. Let me try to talk with him." 
 
    The chunky flat faced bruiser of an aspirant, who Alfred now knew as Peyter, snorted and spat on the grimy flagstones.  
 
    "We're gonna get no sense out of that lunatic. Only thing he'll give us if we go in there is fleas. You two go on, knock yourselves out." 
 
    Alfred straightened his robes and squared his shoulders. He glanced askance at Deena and she had done the same. Then Invar creaked open the oak door and they stepped inside.  
 
    Deena crept over to the monk on the corner, huddled over his candle. The stench of sweat overpowering. She saw an untouched jug of water on the step next to him. Latherus looked malnourished and parched, so she knelt down and poured him a cup of cool water.  
 
    "Here you go father. Drink something. It will help keep your strength up." 
 
    The old man turned and looked at her with distant blue eyes. Confused at first, and then took the cup and smiled. 
 
    "What an angel. Blessed of Angall, your hair." 
 
    Deena smiled. 
 
    "Thank you, father. I hope it will bring me luck where we are going." 
 
    Latherus reached out and twizzled a lock of Deena's hair between finger and thumb. He stared at it as if he had no idea what it was.  
 
    "And where are you going child?" 
 
    Deena gestured for him to drink more from his water cup. He looked frail and she guessed he forgot to nourish himself.  
 
    "We are going into the Torrent, father Latherus. We are hoping you can help us." 
 
    Latherus recoiled, dropping his cup. Water spilled down his robes and he shook his head.  
 
    "You can't go into the Torrent! You can't! It will devour you in there. Nothing leaves but is instead absorbed." 
 
    Deena picked up his cup and refilled it. She handed it to his shaking hands.  
 
    "But go we must, father. The world is at war, and we cannot defeat our enemy. Not by conventional means. We have been chosen by god to walk in your blessed footsteps. Can you help us?" 
 
    Father Latherus took a nervous sip of water then set down his cup. He wrapped his arms around himself and shivered. His eyes haunted.  
 
    "Only I can enter. Angall marked me out as different. But it's no blessing, child. It's a curse." 
 
    Deena reached out and took his hand. At first Latherus recoiled, unused to being touched. Then he seemed to recognize something in her and fixed her gaze. He spoke with amazement and pity.  
 
    "You are marked the same." 
 
    Deena smiled and closed her eyes. When she opened them, a pale golden light gleamed from her eyes and mouth. Subtle and pale like a winter dawn.  
 
    Alfred turned from his investigation of the markings on the wall. He watched as Deena's soul ignited.  
 
    The most beautiful thing he had ever seen.  
 
    An end to loneliness. A communion like he had never felt in prayer. He felt the warmth build in his chest, an involuntary kindling. His cheeks became a translucent pink, blood vessels highlighted and his eyes glittered as golden coins. His own Whisper had flared up, in answer to Deena's. Behind Deena, huddled in the doorway, the remaining aspirants all experienced it as well. In the shadows of the corridor they seemed like a family of nocturnal creatures caught in firelight. Cat's eyes glimmering in the dark.  
 
    Father Latherus peered around at them all with an expression of wonder. 
 
    "All of you?" 
 
    Deena nodded. 
 
    "All of us father." 
 
    Latherus shook his head in amazement.  
 
    "I was rare. The first in hundreds of years I was told. I didn't know my purpose, and still don't. But so many with Angall's Whisper together. It is unheard of. It can only mean that..." 
 
    He glanced around at the aspirants, and then his eyes fell upon Invar. The old paladin nodded.  
 
    "The Sorrow returned, Latherus. It's taken the king. It's embedded itself like a tick into our cities and our houses of power. Eating away at us from the inside. All fooled, even the Order of the Blaze. Now, when there are so few of us left with the magic to stop it, it attacks." 
 
    Latherus stared at Invar for a long moment. His eyes filled with tears. As he looked back at Deena, the tears began to glow, as if infused with specks of gold. Weaker than the light of the aspirants. A memory of a blessing. He reached out and once again took Deena's hand.  
 
    "And Angall in his wisdom put this burden on the shoulders of children. Where is the justice in this world?" 
 
    Alfred stared at the wall with the fading remanence of his lit eyes. For a moment he glimpsed something else in the seeming madness. He traced the symbols with his fingertips.  
 
    "Wait. Wait a minute. This isn't just random scrawl. It's riddle. It's a code. It looks like the way paragraphs are arranged in the old books of Angall's Riddles. Like poetry, there's a shape and rhythm to it." 
 
    Deena stood and moved to join him. As she got closer, Alfred felt a tingle all over his skin, as the light of their blessings mingled. An exquisite sensation and he saw that she felt it too. A shiver of pleasure ran through them both. They shared a moment of embarrassment, as if some profound intimacy had been shared. They could not meet each other's gaze, and then shook themselves free of the moment and continued. Deena cleared her throat and spoke first.  
 
    "Can you make sense of it?" 
 
    Alfred shook his head.  
 
    "Bits and pieces. There are warnings. Excerpts from prayers. Mention of ghosts. Of monstrous things. It's not...it's not story as such. It's something else." 
 
    Deena turned back to the shriveled holy man on the step.  
 
    "Friar Latherus. Can you help us? What waits for us in the Torrent?" 
 
    The frail old monk turned to hulking Invar, who stood in the doorway with the aspirants behind him. His eyes became clear and for a moment Alfred could see the man he once was.  
 
    "Darkness. And predators. Invar, you must prepare these young people to harness their blessing. Swords will not save them in there. You must teach them to harness the little light they have inside. It's all that will keep the monsters back. Even then, not for long." 
 
    Deena frowned. 
 
    “Our blessing can protect us?” 
 
    “Yes, but more than that. It will guide you.  Release your light. It will be drawn to the place you need to go.  It will find magic like itself. Like attracts like. As I am sure you two young people know.” 
 
    Alfred and Deena could not entirely disguise their blushes.  
 
    Invar's face became dark. He glanced at Alfred and Deena, and then nodded for them to leave.  
 
    "Well let's get you reprobates upstairs then. Got precious little time to train before you go in." 
 
    Alfred and Deena gave Latherus a little bow. Deena crouched before him and took his hand once again.  
 
    "We will ensure you are brought bread and stew tonight, and some of those grubs you all seem to like here. Please don't forget to eat. Angall would not want to see you suffer." 
 
    Latherus tightened his grip on her hand and pulled her close. Deena had a momentary look of shock. He beckoned Alfred over and spoke in low tones.  
 
    "You two must be careful." 
 
    Deena and Alfred glanced at one another  
 
    "We must?" 
 
    Latherus waited until Invar had ushered the other aspirants off up the corridor and then drew Alfred and Deena in close. 
 
    "It will sense your...attraction. The darkness. It will use your fear of loss against you. Don't let it into your heads." 
 
    Deena's pale cheeks flushed and she pouted.  
 
    "Attraction? Father Latherus you are mistaken." 
 
    Latherus gave them both a wistful smile and shrugged.  
 
    "I'm old and a little mad, but I'm not stupid." 
 
    His look became grave. "And neither is the Sorrow." 
 
    Alfred and Deena did not know where to look.  Alfred was sure he had kept his overwhelming new feelings to himself. He had no intention of giving Deena that power over him. She cast him a fleeting glance and then looked to the floor. Latherus pulled them closer.  
 
    "I know what it is you seek. The sleeping angels. If you find and commune with them, you can no longer be together as man and woman in the old way. That much holy power is the sort of thing that the gods used to create the Torrent in the first place. That much magic will explode like a falling star if combined, with as much destruction.” 
 
    Deena gave him a patient, tight lipped smile.  
 
    "Do not worry, father. We have no problem not touching one another." 
 
    Latherus sighed.  
 
    "That's good. It is your doom to be together but forever apart." 
 
    Alfred stood up assumed a pious demeanor.  
 
    "I am a holy man, father. I have given myself to Angall, and forsaken such things. We are strangers, me and this...girl." 
 
    Latherus sat back on his dirty step and picked up his water. He took a sip and his eyes became clear and focused.  
 
    "Lord Angall is the light in the dark. You are each other's light in dark times to come. You both have such trials ahead. You will fight and die side by side a thousand times over. You are each other's reminder of why you fight. Remember that. Protect each other." 
 
    Alfred and Deena looked at each other.  
 
    Alfred could see the defiance and fighting spirit. He doubted a speck of friendliness lived within her. That suited him just fine. He would sooner understand the mind of Angall than that of a girl like this. 
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    The aspirants stood in a high domed chamber in the heart of Ironghast.  
 
    Around the rim of the circular room, ascending benches, creating an arena of sorts. Invar told them it was built as an oratory where visiting offshoots of the temple could come to debate the finer points of Angall's Riddles.  
 
    Alfred thought it looked like a place to throw acolytes to the lions.  
 
    It was lit, only one large standing candelabrum next to where Invar stood. He glared down at them. His bushy grey brows knitted together.  
 
    "You will be armed, when you enter the Torrent. But you heard what Latherus told you. What will shield you is your faith. Not in an esoteric or philosophical way. In a very real way." 
 
    Alfred stood surveying his brothers and sisters. They looked as nervous as him. All except Deena, who jutted her chin with the same fiery determination she always had. Alfred took a measure of the others.  
 
    Peyter, the big-boned flat faced youth with rotten teeth. He seemed like the bully of the bunch. He had singled Alfred out with jibes and jostling.  
 
    Thank you Angall, thought Alfred.  
 
    Farah, the freckled big toothed girl with wild straw coloured hair. She seemed to complain about everything but Alfred saw a mask for fear and doubt.  
 
    Next to her stood Dunc, lithe and black haired, with sharp alert features. His accent cultured like an aristocrat's boy. Yet he wasn't haughty. He seemed like a born diplomat. Alfred felt he might be able to trust him.  
 
    Alfred's gaze shifted along the line.  
 
    Manzak, swarthy with searching dark eyes and knotted muscles. He walked with a sloping grace that warned of danger. Many gold rings studded his tanned ears and a single stud in his nose. Alfred knew him as a Rhyfian nomad. Hawkers and travelling tradesmen, who despite their seedy reputation, well known as being devout of Angall. He stood apart from the others, defensive.  
 
    Last in line, Sebastian. Tall and blonde, with sculpted cheekbones and startling grey eyes. He looked at the others like an athlete sizing up the competition. Sebastian looked stronger than all of them together, save perhaps Manzak. Alfred felt in his bones that Sebastian would walk over his crippled body to reach the prize.  
 
    As motley a group of crusaders as could ever be assembled. Not one of them had anything in common, apart from a strange little-seen blessing and the fact that the King would have them all killed by his Witchfinders.  
 
    Alfred didn't trust them as people, yet there was a strange crackling bond between them. As if when in proximity to each other, their blessings ignited. The solitary candles joined to become a greater flame. It felt like a tingling in the skin and all the hairs on Alfred's arms stood up. He felt a warm flickering in his heart and an almost tangible charge in the air. He had to fight not to let his throat and eyes glow with dawning magic.  
 
    Alfred was sure that the others felt it too, almost too intimate a sensation to speak of aloud. He had felt it when close to Deena down in Latherus's room.  
 
    That was an awkward moment, he thought.  
 
    In those moments it felt not like individual blessings but one shared by all. Alfred thought of what Latherus had said to them in his chamber.  
 
    That much magic will explode like a falling star.  
 
    Alfred wondered if the blessing had been separated like that into several bodies because it could not be contained in one. Perhaps why he and Deena could never touch once they had communed with their angels? 
 
    Alfred found himself imagining the feel of her pale skin against his, like some demon tempting his soul. He bit down hard on his lip.  
 
    Focus, for Angall's sake! 
 
    Invar stood tall with his hands behind his back. The last soldier from an eradicated order, trying to beat the new recruits into shape. To then send them on the greatest mission of their lives. He looked a foot taller and his eyes bright in the candlelight. What had once seemed shapeless bulk beneath his robes now shown as seasoned muscle. Alfred had spent a lot of time with the old paladin in the past weeks, but in all that time Invar had given little away about his past.  
 
    Alfred knew the story of how his master Ulric Godwine had entrusted him with the last Manticore egg during the purges over forty years ago. But after that, in the time between the escape from the battle and reaching Ironghast, Invar rarely spoke.  
 
    Now Invar Ironbound stood before them and looked grim in the candlelight.  
 
    "You will have blades, but having taken you all through the basics, most of you are no bladesmen. Manzak, you show promise with your knives, but you are used to fighting cutpurses and vagabonds. Dunc, your family taught you some fencing, but there are no rules of etiquette where you are going. Sebastian, your arm is strong and you swing your axe well, but you let pride and rage get the better of you, it puts you off balance nine times out of ten. Farah, you are long limbed and fast, but you must find true aggression in your heart if you are to survive. Alfred, for a boy who had never picked up steel, you have surprised me with your potential. But you lack faith in yourself, and until you find it you will never be a Knight of the Blaze. Deena, I am not sure who taught you to fight, but it was the most scurrilous, vicious, amoral, underhanded, merciless brute in the entire world. But you are the size you are, girl, and no amount of heart can make up for your diminutive stature." 
 
    Invar gave Deena a raised brow, hinting that he knew who had instructed her.  
 
    Deena clenched her jaw and smiled back.  
 
    "It was a long journey to Ironghast master Invar, with many challenges through dangerous lands. My captain taught me well." 
 
    Invar grunted and nodded.  
 
    "Well, your mentor and protector, Captain Blackweather, had kindly volunteered to help us with this next phase of your development." 
 
    Alfred heard the collective quiet gasp from the line. They all remembered the giant beast that had accompanied Deena to Ironghast. But to his surprise Alfred noticed that Deena most of all showed her nerves. This rattled Alfred more than anything, because she was the only one who knew the quality of the monstrous pirate.  
 
    Alfred could also see Invar not best pleased with this arrangement, and that it had been handed down to him by higher authority.  
 
    The paladin and the pirate had almost come to death blows within the first moments of meeting, which increased the tension in the room ever more.  The aspirants stood nervous and shuffling in their line. Invar glanced at each of them in turn.  
 
    "Steel will not get you through the darkness of the Torrent. Angall is the light in dark places, and you must learn to direct and summon your blessing in more ways than just a cinder to ignite a candle." 
 
    Alfred had a flash of memory, of a time falling hard onto the flagstones of his seminary school, in the altar of the sacred flame. So shocked that first occasion he had breathed the fiery mote from his throat. He had been hungover that morning, and had no inkling that his momentary display of sorcery would lead him here.  
 
    Now he stood in front of the last Knight of the Blaze, drawing up his courage for what amounted to a faith-imbued suicide mission.  Alfred had always scorned the idea of heroism and the notion of crusade even more. And now dreading whatever Invar had planned for them.  
 
    The paladin's gruff voice called out.  
 
    "I want each of you to centre the feeling of Angall's Whisper in your hearts. Feel it swell behind your ribs like a bonfire inhaled. But do not let it loose as mere cinder. I want you to stow it there within you. Control it and shape it. The potential of it. You all think that first cinder the limit of your blessing, but all wrong. All great blazes are begun with a single cinder. Once you are communed with your angel and mastered of your blessing, I tell you that you will all breathe flame like dragons. A cleansing holy fire that will burn the scourge of the Sorrow from this earth!" 
 
    The nervous aspirants all took in deep breaths and attempted to calm their minds. Not easy with hearts like hammers. They didn't want to fail whatever test being put in front of them. They didn't want to embarrass themselves in front of each other. Most of all they just did not want to die.  
 
    Alfred gathered his blessing within his chest. He felt it condense like thick hot smoke. At first his natural instinct to cough it out as he had done so many times before. Let the tiny cinder drift out of his mouth and guide itself to where it wanted to go. But he resisted the urge. He glanced over and saw Deena the same. Her cheeks puffed out and her hand over her mouth, willing herself not to breathe out the magic. A funny image and Alfred had a momentary hiccup of laughter that almost caused him to burp out the mote. Deena noticed this and had to suppress her own moment of laughter.  For a split second they held each other's gaze, caught in the moment of their own ridiculous predicament.  
 
    In that instant, the serious nature of their training, the sickening fear they felt at the impending quest, the constant threat of being hunted by Witchfinders, it all faded to nothing. Just two young people, trying not to look foolish and failing. The first time Alfred had seen anything close to a smile on her face.  
 
    Then the moment passed. She gave him a nod and wide-eyed gesture that said stop it I'm trying to concentrate! 
 
    Alfred looked away as he needed every bit of concentration to master this new manipulation. After a few moments it settled. He felt full like a paper lantern, and the warmth in his chest not unlike pride. But there held inside him, buoyant and alive.  
 
    He looked around and the rest of the aspirants calmed down, starting to gain control. They ended up back in a loose line.  Invar gave them a dark smile and grunted approval.  
 
    "Good. A promising start. Look, I'm not here to tell you war stories, ladies and gentlemen. And I won't pretend to know what you will experience once you have communed with these slumbering angels that are as old as mountains. But I'll tell you what I learned from experience, as the last paladin on earth. If it can help you, it helps you. So let me be clear." 
 
    The aspirants felt the strange collective communion bond them once again. A shared light, like huddling around a fire to share stories. Invar watched as their eyes glowed in unison. He nodded then continued.  
 
    "As a young man, masterless and lost, I scoured the world for three years, until by chance I found an ancient reliquary buried deep in a desert. The material of that reliquary, which at first I thought the being's body, a shell it had drawn around it, like a hermit crab. That shell went on to become my armour, and my sword. The thing within a being of pure light and magic. Beautiful! Like nothing I had ever seen or imagined. The clues to reach it given to me in a letter by my master Ulric Godwine, before he died. There but a sliver of angelic power left within it. Like the last dregs in a wine bottle. Who knows how long it has been there or how much had evaporated over the centuries. I will not bore you with how many secrets I had to unravel to know its location. Or how many men and misadventures tried to kill me trying to reach it. I say like the dregs of a wine, but breathing wine. This angelic life is unlike anything we understand as living. But it is conscious and alive. Even the smallest droplet of it. In that way, blasphemous though it is to say it, the angelic life is not that different to the Sorrow. It does not have eyes or heart or limbs as we do. But each droplet of it is alive as an entire being. The more there is, the stronger it is, but even a raindrop of it is a whole mind. Does that make sense?" 
 
    The aspirants nodded but in truth few of them could grasp this concept quite yet. Invar continued.  
 
    "Their minds are not like ours. Sometimes they can seem heartless or cruel. I think our minds confuse them. Once we absorb them, they cease to be conscious creatures. They lose their form as when we melt honey in hot tea. We will only know them afterwards in our dreams and visions. They live in the deepest part of our minds." 
 
    Alfred felt a burden of responsibility on his shoulders at what he was being sent to do. The same responsibility he had shirked all his life. He noticed that Deena almost in rapture, absorbed in the magnitude of Invar's story. The paladin continued.  
 
    "Them being living things is where the danger lies. You cannot choose to commune with it. It must choose you. It can see deep into your very soul and know all your secrets and flaws. If you are not strong enough a vessel, or are deemed unworthy for any reason, even reasons only the gods would understand, then it will consume you in a fire hotter than the sun. Even your ghost will be reduced to ashes." 
 
    This sent a collective shiver through the aspirants. Yet the warmth of their shared blessing bolstered them, gave them courage. Alfred thought he could hear the emotions of the group, as colours and sounds.  
 
    Invar regarded them all and then ran his fingers across the tops of the candles nestled in the candelabra next to him. The flames flickered and danced.  
 
    "So now to the subject of holy light. You all feel it now, gathered like a little storm inside your chests?" 
 
    The aspirants nodded.  
 
    "That light is the true source of your power. Every paladin is blessed with the Magus Heart above their liver. It is the vessel in our body that absorbs this holy light. It's the only thing that gives us a chance to survive communion. But you all have something else as well, in the form of Angall's Whisper. What you have inside you is more than a key that unlocks a door. That little spark does more than gain you entry to the Torrent. It is the vital spark that will wake these dormant angels that have slumbered for millennia. Once you are communed, if you survive, the light within guides sword and arrow, even in untrained hands. It gives arms strength and legs speed. It will give you visions and premonitions of danger. It will seal your wounds, and keep you warm in a blizzard. It will give you sustenance instead of food, and keep you rested in lieu of sleep. All this given to me, in its own small way, and but a droplet of one of these beings. No paladin ever knew more. What lies beneath the ruins of that city hidden within the Torrent, is something no Knight of the Blaze ever saw. Whole, intact celestial beings of pure holy light. The generals of the heavens. They will commune with you, or they will destroy you. But if you are blessed by them, you will each become paladins of such grandeur. If your bodies and minds survive the process, you will have the very light of Angall himself inside you. You will be the light in the dark for us all. And let the Sorrow beware." 
 
    Alfred knew that if anyone erupted into a ball of holy flame, it would be him.  
 
    He almost laughed the dark bitter laugh of the damned. Then he caught sight of Deena. She stood tall and straight, her blue eyes wide in rapture. As if she having a vision of the communion to come, the closest any living being could come to God.  
 
    If anyone can survive infusion with the Holy Spirit, it's her, thought Alfred.  
 
    Alfred decided in that moment that if his courage wavered for himself, he would find it for her. He did not expect to survive this mission. He knew that from the start. But he would see her there to the end if it took his final breath. Even as he thought this, his legs regained their strength and he stood taller.  He focused on the blessing inside him and listened as Invar finished his lesson.  
 
    "And now let me tell you about your limitations. Yes, despite your strengths, you will have some. The light will change you, but it is still limited by its host. That's you lot. It may be pure and perfect, but you all are not. It's only way to gain corporeal form is to mesh with yours, yet the flesh is the flesh. Channeling such holy power will exhaust you, tiredness like you have never felt. Your body is the air that the holy flame needs to breathe. But it is too much for mortals like us to sustain." 
 
    Alfred thought he understood. 
 
    "You're saying we cannot use the power of light for long?" 
 
    Invar nodded. 
 
    "As your own strength fades, it will fade. The more concentrated power you use, the quicker you will exhaust it. It is a finite resource for you, and you will need time to recover and replenish it within you. What I made you do at the start of this lesson, by breathing it in and holding it within you, is how you replenish it. You are vulnerable during this time. So within the Torrent and when fighting the Sorrow you must work together, time your use of power so that you can protect each other. Because if the beasts come for you, they will smell your weakness, and that is when they will pounce." 
 
    Alfred and the rest of the aspirants glanced at each other. Sizing each other up and building unspoken alliances. They might never have met under any other circumstances of life. They may hate one another and never be friends.  
 
    Yet they were dead without each other.  
 
    Invar's face became even darker than usual. His mouth turned down beneath the heavy grey beard and his eyes shifted off to the doors.  
 
    "And now, for the practical side of today's lesson. I can sense the presence of our guest teacher for the day. Are you ready for the rules?" 
 
    The double doors to the chamber creaked open. In the darkened hallway beyond something lurked. Something monstrous that breathed like a bear. The aspirants all tried to remain calm but the fear and sweat showed on their faces. Only Deena seemed to go calm. As if she had been tested by such monsters before. Invar spoke husky and low.  
 
    "Like the Sorrow, your enemy will not come into the light. So you must channel your blessing around you to create safe space. Work together, and watch each other for signs of fading. Your blessing is young within you and only a tiny mote after all. It will not last long." 
 
    With that, Invar leaned in and in one mighty breath, he extinguished the candles.  
 
    The vast vaulted room plunged into darkness.  
 
    Alfred could his heart beating in his ears. He strained out into the dark. The other aspirants fumbled and flapped in the gloom. He heard their shallow breath and their leather sandals on the floor.  
 
    The darkness felt infinite around him, as if he had been plunged into some purgatory. Then his skin prickled. Alfred felt something huge move past him in the dark. He heard a low snarl and could smell the musky odour of a beast. He swept his hands through the air like a blind man but hit nothing. He spun around, an irrational terror gripping his heart. He cursed his own fear.  
 
    How can I survive in the Torrent when my courage crumbles in an ordinary room with no candlelight? 
 
    Alfred felt hot breath on the back of his neck and spun around again. He could hear the other aspirants stumbling around in the dark. Just as scared as him and this at least comforted him. Cowards love company, he thought. Alfred backed off into what he thought an alcove he remembered seeing before the lights went out. He tried to remember what Invar had warmed him about his blessing. His breathing calmed a little. He centered the warmth in his chest and focused his mind as a calm pond. He spun around and several things happened at once.  
 
    Some flame activated in Alfred's soul. In an instant a circular pool of soft light had gathered around him like a bubble. It spilled on the floor around his feet creating a glowing circle on the flagstones. He stood there for an instant like a deep sea fish bobbling in lightless ocean.  
 
    Then another light flickered on in front of him.  
 
    At its centre crouched Deena. Her blue eyes stared into his with disbelief and shock. They looked at each other for a long moment, taking in the measure of this new aspect of their blessing. Then they both whispered at once.  
 
    "Deena." 
 
    "Alfred." 
 
    Alfred crouched low. 
 
    "Where is it?" 
 
    Deena's eyes cast off into the dark. She shivered and shook her head.  
 
    "I'm not sure. Come here though. We should share our light." 
 
    Alfred stepped forward and the soft bubbles of holy light merged into a figure eight, and then into one brighter, larger bubble. The increase in brightness cast the pool around their feet wider. Before they knew, Alfred and Deena crouched down, huddled together in the dark chamber.  
 
    They looked out into the gloom and saw another handful of light pop on in the dark. Dunc at the far end of the chamber, huddled against the wall, his thin shield of illumination flickering on and off. After a few attempts it settled into something more stable. He looked across the room and gave Alfred and Deena a nervous little wave. They waved back and then glanced across the other side of the chamber. Straw haired Farah had managed a light, but smaller and dimmer than their own. It cast a pool that reached past her long toes and little more than an amber glow. A few metres above her, standing on some of the carved stone steps, tall blonde Sebastian looked down on them. The pool of light around his feet brighter than anyone else's. Almost painful to look upon. He glanced at everyone but gave no one a wave of acknowledgement.  
 
    Alfred leaned in close to Deena. He could still smell the soap on her skin.  
 
    "Your friend. He won't hurt us during this training, will he?" 
 
    Deena crouched tight jawed and wary.  
 
    "He trained me to fight for weeks on our journey here. There wasn't one occasion I didn't think he wasn't trying to kill me. He says mortal danger is the best teacher." 
 
    Alfred swallowed but tried to hide his fear from Deena.  
 
    "Well, you're still alive, that's something, isn't it?" 
 
    Deena turned to him with wide blue eyes. She placed a reassuring hand on Alfred's shoulder. Alfred tried to suppress the shiver of delight he felt, despite their predicament.  
 
    "Cyrus would bring this whole monastery down on us, and himself, just to see what would happen. Because it would be interesting to him. He'd give his own life up out of curiosity, so don't think he values yours." 
 
    Alfred felt his blood chill.  
 
    "I know he's your friend and all, but he sounds like he's not right in the head." 
 
    Deena shrugged and gave him a sympathetic smile.  
 
    "He's insane, I'm sure of it." 
 
    Alfred huddled closer to the girl and looked out into the huge chamber.  
 
    He saw several metres away, Farah's light failing. Her face a sweating mask of concentration. With each passing moment her head sagged more in exhaustion and as it did so her pool of light drew ever closer to her.  
 
    Alfred gestured at her to move towards him, and she took a step then froze. She looked over at him, shaking her head in fear.  
 
    Then Alfred saw the shadow moving around her, just outside her pool of light. Her eyes opened and locked with Alfred's, and he could see the fear in them. Once more he raised his hand to gesture her over. In that moment a huge shape moved like lightning in front of her. Her light extinguished and with a choked scream gone.  
 
    Alfred and Deena shuffled back against the wall. He glanced over to Dunc and saw the look of frozen shock on his thin face. As his focus wavered so did his light. As it dimmed Alfred heard the rush of Cyrus in the dark, hurtling towards him. Alfred shouted across. 
 
    "Stay calm and breathe, Dunc! Focus on your blessing, it's your shield!" 
 
    Dunc stared across at Alfred as if he had never seen him before. Then some clarity resumed in his eyes and he furrowed his brow in concentration. The bubble of light around him brightened for a second and he looked across at Alfred and smiled. Then his expression fell as the light flickered around him. Alfred called across. 
 
    "Easy Dunc, you're burning it up too quick!" 
 
    Dunc turned as he saw the bestial shadow looming over him. A huge clawed hand cast a shadow on Dunc's face. In his fear his light fading fast. Alfred looked on in horror. Another light flickered on beside Dunc, bright and strong. Manzak there, grabbing his arm and pulling him close. Their auras merged and stabilized, and the feral shadow backed off into the dark again.  
 
    Mazak gave Dunc a smuggler's grin and the gold rings in his nose gleamed.  
 
    "I'm with you, brother. Paladin for hire, best in town." 
 
    The four aspirants crouched there in their protective pools of light and listened as the Karkaren hunter prowled through the dark around them like a shark in night-time Ocean. Then they heard the coarse voice of the big lad, Peyter, shouting out in the dark. 
 
    "No, no, get off me you wretched animal! I'll kill you. I'll bloody murder you!" 
 
    The sound of a terrified struggle and then nothing as Peyter's voice silenced. Alfred looked up the steps across the arena floor and saw Sebastian give a smug grin as he heard Peyter's fearful protests. His aura became brighter, as if drawing on self-satisfaction like a parasite. Alfred shook his head at the tall boy.  
 
    You're burning through it too fast you idiot! You need to rein it in.  
 
    Alfred and Deena watched as the smile faded from Sebastian's face as he realized his mistake. His light, still almost too bright to look at, began to fizzle out in a series of impotent sputters. His arrogance turned to fear as a shadow loomed over him. Then in an instant gone, grabbed so fast that the other's eyes could not follow.  
 
    Alfred and Deena crouched there, breathing hard. At some point they had drawn their short swords but did not remember doing it. They gestured to Manzak and Dunc, who very edged their way across the room, back to back, looking out into the dark until they reached Alfred and Deena. The four of them drew close and shared their lights. Deena whispered to the others.  
 
    "Dim your own, conserve it, so our four blessings make the light of one. If one of us feels ourselves getting tired and fading, tap the rest of us on the shoulder and we'll pick up the slack. We can rotate it that way until we find safety. Does that work for all of us?" 
 
    The other three nodded. Alfred felt the strange warmth again, the prickling in the skin at his proximity to the others. As if the blessings inside them reacted to and recognized each other.  
 
    Then they noticed the candles being lit again in the chamber. Light returned to the room and Alfred saw a sight that almost made him laugh. Three aspirants trussed up on the steps with rope, struggling and wriggling like pigs. Above them stood the Karkaren Cyrus Blackweather with his huge arms folded. Even more frightening in the light. Invar bent over the last of the candelabras and lit the candles. He turned to the aspirants with a grave look.  
 
    "Well that wasn't very promising overall, was it? Three of you dead . Another saved at the last moment. If you can't use your heads and work together in the Torrent, you're never coming out alive." 
 
    Invar stepped down to the bottom row of stone seating and proceeded to cut the bound aspirants free. His bloodshot fierce eyes turned on them all.  
 
    "You think this Karkaren is frightening, do you?" 
 
    Farah, Peyter and Sebastian nodded. Sebastian seemed embarrassed. Invar pointed up to the hulking beastman. Cyrus just stood there glaring down at the youths as if an appetizer.  
 
    "Well let me wake your minds up to reality, acolytes. This creature is nothing compared to the tyranny and horror of the Sorrow. And that is what waits for you inside the Torrent. Trapped. Left to go insane. Starved of meat and of magic for a thousand years. Imagine what it will feel when it feels your delicious pink young flesh walk in to its prison? It will dedicate another thousand years just to torture what remains of you. So you all better start taking this seriously. Because the fate of all of us rests on your narrow shoulders." 
 
    With that Invar turned and stomped off out of the chamber. At the door he turned.  
 
    "Supper will be served in an hour, get yourselves cleaned up. And eat hearty. For tomorrow at dawn you leave the sun and the world behind. " 
 
    Alfred and Deena found themselves pressed ever closer to one another.  
 
    The reality of where they were about to go hit them both with a cold, metallic taste.  
 
    Their blessings felt cold and shriveled in their hearts, exhausted and bereft of the comfort of magic.  
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    King Oligan sat on his throne, a brooding crow.  
 
    He listened to courtiers bringing him tales of harvests, neighbor disputes and bandit incursions. And he listened to darker tales too. Ghost stories of how outlying settlements had been become deserted overnight. He sat hunched in his great brass throne as distraught parents wailed on their knees about how their children had been stolen from their beds in the night. Stolen by something unspeakable. Things from nightmares stalked the wild lands. The roads between cities no longer safe to travel. Rumors spread of an odd cult rising in the heart of cities, a cowled militia preaching on every corner of the world ending. A cult that seemed to welcome the apocalypse.  
 
    He listened to tales of rivers polluted by slime and wheat blackened and turned to ash. He sat drinking honeyed wine through the mouthpiece of his mask, getting drunk.  
 
    Oligan's plan. To drink his cellars dry as the world burned.  
 
    He had been so blinded by love for his family, he did not see his future. Now awake and did not need him. An emperor of ash, gazing out into a sea of fearful eyes. He drained his glass and gestured for another. The serving girl ran up the steps and refilled him. Oligan's drunken thoughts swirled.  
 
    What do you people expect me to do, negotiate with death? It's the end of the world, and it's been a long time coming. Just accept it. I'm taking my orders from the deep old gods amongst the stars, and a capricious bunch they are. Now find your own libation and drink deep. 
 
    Half of the fear in his courtier's eyes stemmed from what sat next to Oligan. Like an awful parody of a family portrait, Queen Cassandra, so long retired from public life, now sat on the smaller throne next to him. Beside her, their daughter Aspen sat quite still in her tiny throne, gazing out to the court with dead fish eyes. Next to Aspen a little empty brass chair. Oligan could not bear to look at the vacant throne.  
 
    His other daughter Elena had left on her little pony a week ago, telling him of her need to go out and evangelize the word of the new gods. He knew no longer his daughter. Now a host for something ancient and deadly. Yet his heart broke as he watched her ride out of the city, declaring that she had a message for the river city of Crowburgh to the North West.  
 
    This is how the end of the world begun, thought Oligan, with children on ponies spreading the filth of the Sorrow to my subjects.  
 
    He glanced sidelong at Cassandra. Despite the distorting light from the braziers in the throne room, it was beyond him how anyone at court could think she still passed for human. Despite servants going missing every day, and rumors spreading through the city like wildfire, somehow control had been kept. The army loyal to his house and had been for generations. They thought that they served an old man of over eighty years. No one had seen Oligan without his mask for decades, and his injuries had always made him move like a decrepit old man. His scarred face also hid his age, despite the monthly drops from the Sorrow's essence keeping him as a man of forty. But Cassandra's greyish skin, her blackened eyes and rotting teeth. The horrible taint of the Sorrow within her blood. Not hard to believe as an old crone riddled with disease. Hard to believe still a woman at all. Only fear and years of conditioning stopped the people of Vassonia from asking all the right questions.  
 
    An amazing feat Oligan had accomplished. How an entire population can be fooled and give up their power to the very forces that would eat them alive.  
 
    Oligan made a good tactician, he had to hand that to himself. Even during the Purges against the Old Races all those years ago, they should not have been victorious. Some of the races they pitted themselves against, such as the Manticores, powerful in their own right. Only careful military planning and picking his battles had ensured Oligan victory.  
 
    He knew himself a cruel, shallow, selfish and greedy man, but not without merit. No man is one thing alone. Oligan would now act as a conduit between the world of people, and their new masters. The magic of the world would be siphoned off to feed the Sorrow, and a good proportion of the people would be sacrificed, killed or turned to slavery. But people can adapt to any new regime given time. Oligan would ensure food, security and a minimum standard for those left. He would be the people's champion once more, in a reformed way. Oligan would be the king that kept wells free of poison. He would be the king that helped families keep at least one of their children. He would see daily bread delivered to those who must toil for the new gods. The people would thank him, bow to him, perhaps even one day cheer for him again.  
 
    The king broken from his reverie but the sudden opening of the throne room doors.  
 
    Two pikeman entered and stood in the throne room before him.  
 
    The remaining courtiers cowered and cleared a space for whatever new horror was about to enter their lives.  
 
    Oligan sat up straight. His beaten copper mask glimmered in the firelight. He straightened his white robes and for just a moment he looked like a king again or at least a statue of one. His hollow metallic voice echoed in the throne room. 
 
    "What is this disturbance? I am harried enough by sycophants and beggars. What new hell is this?" 
 
    One of the pikeman caught his breath and stood straight. He cleared his throat but could not hide the fear in his voice.  
 
    "Your majesty. I bring good tidings." 
 
    Oligan sat back on his cold brass throne. He sighed and took a long drunken draft of his wine.  
 
    "I doubt that. Go on, what is it? I am in my cups and have no time for child's games." 
 
    I'm busy presiding over hell on earth, can't you see? 
 
    The pikeman stepped aside and stood to attention.  
 
    "A favored royal subject thought dead has returned. A man who has given such good council to this kingdom and your highness will be much pleased to see him again." 
 
    Oligan's chilly blood thickened with cold. He knew who was going to walk in those doors before anyone even took a step. He knew that the powers of darkness smothering his lands would not let their most trusted toad perish in the sands of the south. Oligan should have felt terror and despair but instead he felt a strange comfort.  
 
    There is no despair more acute than being cheated of revenge. It leaves a man howling at the stormy skies and cursing the gods for their indifference.  
 
    But here Oligan felt his old blood quicken once again. Here the thinnest hair's breadth of a possibility that he would redeem his cursed soul. Oligan watched, his mask impassive as the burned face smiled beneath, and a man walked into the throne room.  
 
    A man who had used him like a fool for decades, placed a curse upon his house, his family and his kingdom. A mournful priest who worshipped the Sorrow and destruction the way most men worshipped love and sunlight.  
 
    Oligan's beaten metal mask watched without expression as a thin man walked amidst the courtiers towards the throne. Wrapped in black silk and wore a battered misshapen hat. His face covered in stained bandages, ingrained with dirt, pus and blood. Only the eyes could be seen, burning out from beneath the brim of his hat with a light of their own.  
 
    The man limped towards the marble steps that led up to Oligan's throne. With difficulty he knelt down and removed his hat. He bowed low, almost prostrate to the floor and spread his arms wide in a position that would have been painful for any man.  
 
    But this man was a connoisseur of pain.  
 
    Oligan stood. His white robes flowed around the throne. He looked down at the prostrate man and nodded.  
 
    "Merrick Clay. I heard you dead." 
 
    The Witchfinder crooked his neck at a horrific angle, making it seem broken. Oligan could sense the smile beneath the bandages.  
 
    "We are all dead men, your highness. Some of us just cling on a little longer." 
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    Alfred, alone in his chambers.  
 
    He knelt on the cold stone floor with his fingers interlocked in the sign of flame eternal.  
 
    The beautiful stained glass window open before him and the night air spilled in to chill his face. A few stray specks of snow drifted in with it to dance across the room.  
 
    He could see stars twinkling in the night sky and wondered if they sat further away than the gods. He knelt attempting to pray to Angall for courage and luck, and something else, something hitherto unasked for. But for the first time in ages, words failed him.  
 
    Trying his best to slow his thumping heart and quell the tempest that churned in his guts. The reality of what he was going to do at first light hitting him hard.  
 
    Invar Ironbound had trained them all day, given them as much preparation as he could. But no one knew what to expect in there tomorrow. If the gods had sealed it off from the rest of the world, they had done it for good reason. An oubliette, a place of forgetting, and some things best left that way.  
 
    He changed, he could feel it. But parts of the old Alfred remained. Now no old life to go back to. His family killed and home destroyed. His mentor and brother priests murdered. He had a price on his head and a Witchfinder that would never stop hunting him. His only home now a cold ancient monastery and a family of runaways.  
 
    As he closed his eyes an image flashed in his mind. A vision assaulting him from somewhere outside his body. It hit him hard and his eyes rolled up white.  
 
    I am kneeling on the ground amongst a litter of shattered bone.  
 
    I bleed the ground red. She is beside me. Her skin is the only warm thing in the whole night.  
 
    A pool of light surrounds us.  
 
    It is fading.  
 
    On the fringes of that pool, in the darkness, something waits. 
 
    A multitude. 
 
    Hungry and drawn to our leaking life.  
 
    We look to each other. 
 
    We draw our swords.  
 
    Everyone else is dead before us.  
 
    Our fate is last.  
 
    The bones crunch under our feet.  
 
    Alfred took in a sudden breath as the vision left him.  A few flakes of snow rested on his forehead and turned to water. He was breathing hard.  
 
    The visions he experienced getting stronger. Closer.  He suppressed the rising panic and looked up out the open window into the night.  
 
    "Lord Angall...give me the courage to-" 
 
    A girl's voice interrupted his prayer. Short clipped words.  
 
    "I've seen you before we reached this place. In my dreams. Waking dreams too."  
 
    Alfred took a deep breath but stayed on his knees and did not turn. Terrible etiquette to interrupt someone at prayer, but no one cared much about etiquette tonight. Too much at stake and too much worry about. As if she could see he was being bludgeoned with a vision.  
 
    Alfred felt the strange light ignite within him. The beacon of proximity that the aspirants all seemed to share. He felt his blessing pull his heart towards the greater whole. But he resisted, because beneath that he felt something else all too mundane and human. This girl in his visions had terrified him for as long as he could remember. He had dreaded ever meeting her in the flesh. Now he had, his feelings differed. She crept into his thoughts at the most inopportune times, and he found his imagination drifting during prayers and training. Yet she also irritated the light out of him with her petulant, inflexible zealotry. He couldn't stand her sometimes. That didn't stop him wanting to kiss her. Damn it all I'm a mess, he thought.  
 
    Alfred kept facing the window and smiled. When in doubt, bluff it.  
 
    "Ah well, you're not the first girl to tell me that. There's many a lass in Old Vassonia seeks me out in her head while she sleeps." 
 
    He saw Deena in his peripheral vision stomp into the room and lay a tray on his bedside table. Alfred could smell warm bread and the tang of wine. His stomach rumbled and he realized he was so stressed he had forgotten to eat.  
 
    She's brought me supper. A girl doesn't do that for a boy she doesn't care about. 
 
    The next thing Alfred felt a sharp slap on the back of his head. His eyes widened in shock and it knocked the smile from his face.  Deena walked round and stood by the window, hands on hips. Her red fringe fell across one eye. She didn't look amused at all. Gorgeous, but unamused. She seemed determined to never look like a girl should.  
 
    "First of all that's not true. You're the most hopeless boy around women that I've ever met. And I lived with an eighty five year old celibate oracle before coming here. Can't you take any of this seriously? Been chosen by God, for a holy crusade against the Sorrow! It's a divine calling, and you treat it like the abbot of your order told you you're on potato peeling duty for a year. What are you hiding from?” 
 
    He tried not to think of the scrubbed soap smell of her skin, the cinnamon of her hair. The eyes as fierce and blue as crashing waves. Yet his skin prickled at her tone. He stood up and adjusted his robes. He wanted to say something smart and cynical. To put her in her place with his snarky wit. He raised a finger and drew in breath, ready to give her nuggets of wisdom. She stared at him, blue eyes unblinking. Alfred's shoulders sagged and he shook his head. He answered her.  
 
    "I'm not hopeless around women. I'm hopeless around you." 
 
    For a split second her gaze wavered. The ice melted and Alfred saw something else beneath. Fear and doubt? A connection of some kind? In a heartbeat gone and her mouth tightened. She sighed and turned to the tray, tearing off a morsel of bread and chewing it with her mouth open.  
 
    "Well you are going to be around me. Until we succeed or until we die. You need to get used to it. We both do. This is about more than us. We're soldiers now." 
 
    Alfred felt something hot rise in his belly but it wasn't the shared blessing. He stepped across towards her, his hands spread out exasperated.  
 
    "See it's sentences like that one that terrify me about you. The truth is I'm awkward around you because I can't be like you. But I want to be. From my lips that sentence would sound ridiculous. From yours it's just honesty and conviction. Look at me Deena. I'm no Paladin, no Knight of the Blaze, whatever deluded old Invar says. But you are born to do this. There was fire in you before any blessing from the gods touched your lips." 
 
    Deena leaned back against the wall with her arms folded. She cocked her head as she chewed the bread. She looked him up and down, assessing and judging him. Alfred felt both assessed and judged.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    Her brow furrowed as she stared at him. She swallowed her bread then spoke.  
 
    "You're no coward. You just pretend to be." 
 
    Alfred resented this. 
 
    "I can assure you madam, it's my natural instinct to crawl under a rock when danger comes. There's no shortage of rotting carcasses in the bleaks, all of them bold brave animals. The smart ones stay under their rocks. Out of the scorching noonday sun. " 
 
    Deena shook her head and dismissed him with the flick of a hand. 
 
    "You're not afraid of being burned, Alfred. You're afraid of burning everyone else. You're not afraid of failing or dying in there, Alfred. You're afraid of succeeding. You're terrified of your own power. Had the same dreams I have. Seen our future and you're scared. Scared that it feels like the power of the gods inside you. That you want to burn the world clean of the filth infecting it." 
 
    Before he knew it Alfred was right up in her face, almost nose to nose. He tried to ignore the pink bow of her lips and the tiniest sprinkling of freckles visible on her cheeks up close. His voice raised and broken.  
 
    "I damn well am scared! We've had the same dreams, have we? Dreams of being drenched in blood like drowning in it. Dreams of standing on top of a hill of corpses holding a sword burning like the sun. Of a wall of monstrous filth cascading down on us like a tidal wave, casting us both in shadow. Of a force so great that all the armies of the world couldn't defeat it. And there's us, in our dream. Standing right in that shadow as it descends, looking up. You're there right next to me like a scarlet goddess, you have chunks of flesh smoking on your armour, and everything stinks of blood and hot steel. Is that the dream Deena? Is that one of the dreams that you wake up drenched in sweat after?" 
 
    Her eyes stared back at him unblinking. But Alfred could still see a twinkle of fear beneath the steel.  
 
    "Yes. Every night." 
 
    Alfred felt the surge of pent up fear and stress flowing free.  
 
    "You know what scares me about that dream the most? It's not the unholy horde that's crashing down on our heads. It's not the bodies under my feet or the death I know is coming to me. It's that each night in the dream I look across at you, standing next to me. And you're smiling. You're smiling like you're where you want to be." 
 
    Deena let her arms drop to her sides and she stood up straight. She jutted her head forward like a fighter and hissed back in his face.  
 
    "You know what should scare you more, Alfred Durnling? You might see my face in your dream, but I see yours in mine. You're not scared of me because you think I'm a zealot or a madwoman." 
 
    They stood faces almost touching.  
 
    "No? What is it then?" 
 
    A slow triumphant smile spread over Deena's face. Her teeth small and the whitest Alfred had ever seen.  
 
    "You're scared of me because I'm a mirror." 
 
    Alfred took a step back, confused.  
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    She raised a finger to his nose.  
 
    "You might see my smile, but I see yours too. I see a boy become a man and everything about him is on fire. In my dream you're smiling too, Alfred. Just like me. You're looking up at that wall of death falling down upon us, and all you want to do is fight." 
 
    Alfred stood there for a moment. He waited for his clever cutting reply to come but it didn't arrive.  He felt the truth cut him. The side of himself he had suppressed and denied for years. The side that had driven him into a seminary to hide.  
 
    He turned from her and leaned on the window. Far below him, the wasteland of the Bleaks spread out into the distance. A sorcery-ravaged battleground haunted by lost souls. He faltered there for a moment, letting his temper subside.  
 
    "That's...that's not me. That's not what Angall's Light is for. I want to use it to heal, to ease pain. To draw out poison. And to teach. It's supposed to be about illumination, about knowledge and learning. Not about war." 
 
    He felt Deena at his shoulder. She still spoke with the clipped pragmatic tones of a soldier, but it softened now. Almost caring.  
 
    "You are going to heal. The Sorrow is a disease. You have to purge it and cauterize the wound and it's painful and bloody and there will be screams and kicking and biting. Alfred, if you don't give in to this, let yourself be what your blood and your god chose you to be, then this entire world and the wondrous things within it are gone." 
 
    Alfred took a deep breath of night air and watched the vapor as he exhaled.  
 
    "We are to be god's monsters." 
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder and it made him shiver but not with cold. She spoke soft and when she said his name he blushed. Glad to be facing away.  
 
    "That's what our sacrifice is, Alfred. All of us who have this mark. We have to do abhorrent terrible things, give ourselves to violence and rage, so that everyone else doesn't have to. We carry the guilt and the burden for everyone else. Is there nothing you would be willing to sacrifice yourself for?" 
 
    No way was Alfred going to say it to her. He wouldn't give her the satisfaction and she'd just rebuke him for vanity and foolishness. Little flame haired harpy. So he swallowed it down and said quiet and grave.  
 
    "There is." 
 
    The hand slipped away and when he turned she stood at the door, every inch the soldier of light again.  
 
    "We saddle up and head to the edges of the Torrent at dawn. You should get some sleep. And eat some of that supper. You'll need your strength." 
 
    Alfred glanced at the tray and shrugged.  
 
    "Forget the supper. Just leave the wine. I do some of my best work with a hangover." 
 
    Deena frowned at him and shook her head.  
 
    "We need you clear and rational tomorrow Alfred. Don't get drunk." 
 
    Alfred gave her a grin and walked over to pour himself a large cup of the oaky red wine. He took a deep draft. He smacked his stained lips and shrugged.  
 
    "Because what we are going to do tomorrow is rational? We're breaking in to a forbidden zone with a wall round it put there by the gods. Could they have made any more of a cosmic keep out sign? Yet in we totter." 
 
    Deena tutted and turned to leave.  
 
    "By the light, they'll give blessings to anyone these days!" 
 
    As she moved out into the corridor, Alfred raised a hand.  
 
    "Deena." 
 
    She turned, regarding him.  
 
    "Yes, what is it?" 
 
    He raised his cup and gave her a wink.  
 
    "Try not to dream about me again tonight, if you're able." 
 
    Deena's face a mask of pious sobriety.  
 
    "Good night aspirant." 
 
    Alfred waited until she had stomped off down the corridor and then took another glug of wine. He muttered under his breath.  
 
    "Good night, aspirant." 
 
    When he finished his cup Alfred resumed his kneeling position by the open window. He interlocked his fingers again in the flame eternal. He whispered to the wind.  
 
    Alfred opened his eyes and looked out to the vault of stars in the winter sky. 
 
     "Lord Angall,  
 
    I apologize for the interruption.  
 
    I was about to ask a favour. I know that all my requests up to now have been selfish nature.  
 
    I have asked for money, fame, a fleet of ships, a roast lamb at one point I recall.  
 
    I request something else now.  
 
    Keep her safe. 
 
    Let me shield her with what courage and strength I have. She has great work to do and she gives me hope. With her in the world it is a world worth fighting for. So I will go wherever you send me. Into the Torrent. Into the King's dungeons. Into the belly of the Sorrow itself. I will do all of this if you will help protect her and fulfil her duty. I give my sword, my light, my life and my death to fight for her.  
 
    I will stand against the foulness of the Sorrow. I will lead armies and send every mote of its evil back into the void. I accept whatever destiny you have mapped out for me. With humility, and with gratitude.  
 
    And Lord Angall, if I can ask one more favour.  
 
    Please don't tell her I said any of this. She's intolerable as it is." 
 
      
 
    As usual, god had nothing to say on the matter. But Alfred didn't mind. Sometimes silence is the best policy.  
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    King Oligan walked side by side with Witchunter Merrick Clay. To walk next to the king like a brother unthinkable for most subjects. But they both knew who held influence in the kingdom. Oligan was necessary as the public face of the Sorrow. Ironic, he thought, since his face had been masked for decades.  
 
    Two scarred and damaged men. One hidden beneath bandages and the other a metal mask.  
 
    He reeks of infection, thought Oligan. How is he even alive? 
 
    The Witchfinder had always looked like he was at death's door, but now he limped like a walking corpse. The two shattered men struggled up a wide flight of granite steps. Ahead an imposing block of a building framed with pillars. A large gloomy archway led inside.  
 
    Oligan never liked coming here. The headquarters of the royal Witchfinders, but in practice a temple for the brotherhood of vicissitude. The cult had been spreading like a disease across the land for years. Hidden at first, the destitute and broken of the cities being seduced and indoctrinated. Under the guise of mentors and demagogues, the Witchfinders had preached to them in abandoned buildings and beneath bridges. Convincing them to turn in anyone who displayed evidence of the Magus Heart. To give up the pantheon of benevolent deities who had abandoned them in turn. Planting the seed of the deep gods into their minds, until the dreams began to visit them. The dreams that half the world now experienced.  Barons in castles and peasants in hovels, all of them waking in the midst of the night, sheets soaking, eyes fixed into the dark in terror.  Dreams of horrific things. Of monsters that had no true form, just a terrible endless hunger for flesh and magic. Draining the world of hope like leeches of the soul. The brotherhood increased its ranks not by conversion, but by acceptance. A horrible despondency born of nightmares. The deflation that comes when faced with a force that cannot be defeated.  
 
    Yet Oligan now wondered. 
 
    If the Sorrow stood invulnerable, then why hide in the shadows for so many years? Why the desperate and meticulous hunt for every being in the world with sorcery in its blood? And why this obsessive pursuit of those few born with this particular blessing that Merrick called Angall's Whisper?  The emaciated Witchfinder had journeyed far to the blazing sands of the south just to hunt down a single young girl warped with this blessing. And it had cost him.  
 
    Yet Oligan wondered what threat these vulnerable isolated young people could offer. Oligan had seen the Sorrow first hand.  
 
    A multitude of beings and one, a legion of corruption that tainted all flesh. It had taken the pure matter of his family and polluted their souls and blood. That was the most disgusting act of all, thought Oligan. The Sorrow made a mockery of the natural world, forging an eldritch doppelganger of all things mankind revered. An endless trauma for Oligan to see this otherworldly force using the bodies of his wife and daughters.  
 
    Soon the Sorrow's use for them all would be at an end. It would drain every drop of sorcery from the natural world, and every scrap of meat from the bones of its people. Then it would sleep again, hibernating in the dark, fat and gluttonous. Until the world replenished or until a new one was found to devour.  
 
    Oligan counted his days numbered. A necessary puppet only as long as there was the possibility of resistance among the peoples of the world. All the chess pieces put in place and that possibility now came to an end.  
 
    One day soon he would be found dead in his bed, under natural circumstances. A funeral would be organized and held by his most loyal elite, the royal Witchfinders. His closest councilor Merrick Clay would say a touching eulogy amidst great pomp and ceremony. Oligan could almost feel the earth falling over his head.  
 
    He had to stay relevant, for just a little longer. The Sorrow could not be stopped, he knew that now. They had been far too patient this time. Merrick Clay turned his bandaged face to the king, the blue eyes bloodshot and filled with malice. His voice a fire-damaged rasp.  
 
    "My Lord, we have discovered the location of the blessed that we hunt." 
 
    Oligan raised a brow beneath his mask.  
 
    "We have? How?" 
 
    Merrick's bandages wrinkled in a satisfied smile.  
 
    "I had sent spies far and wide to root out the last vestiges of your warped subjects. Many of them I had lost contact with. But this morning we received an important message. From a spy I thought long lost and forgotten." 
 
    Oligan and his Witchfinder walked through the dark archway into the headquarters of the inquisition. Cold and sterile within, the stone scrubbed clean until the mica within glittered in the torchlight. A place of iron discipline, joyless prayer and pragmatic torture.  
 
    "Where are they?" 
 
    The Witchfinder rubbed one of his scarred hands with the other, stretching out the inflexible burned skin.  
 
    "A place I thought long abandoned and forgotten. Last mentioned so long ago that it did not even enter into my calculations. A monastery far in the north western wastelands whose name few have heard since the first war." 
 
    Oligan saw the annoyance in the Witchfinder's face. He had learned of one thing that chewed at Merrick Clay, not finding his quarry. He had hunted some of the warped for years across continents. But this one irked him the most. He seemed angry at himself that he had overlooked the possibility of such a refuge still existing. Oligan shrugged, thinking it now a simple matter.  
 
    "So you will send a Witchfinder to dispatch these few stragglers?" 
 
    Merrick's eyes narrowed as he limped down the cold stone corridor.  
 
    "To this place? No, old friend. This place, Ironghast Monastery, a fortress in the old days, nigh impregnable. If it still stands intact, it will take much to penetrate. It is not one but all of the Witchfinders I am sending. Two hundred brothers and sisters of vicissitude, strong with magic and harsh of judgement. Their lancets will be keen and do their work. But that is not our greatest challenge, my Lord." 
 
    Oligan hated the way Merrick Clay addressed him as king. Every your majesty or my lord felt like a smug insult to a child who had dressed as an adult. Merrick never anything other than polite and deferential, but disdain drifted from his every pore. Not for the first time, Oligan felt grateful for his mask. He could not conceal the expression of hatred on his burned face. This thin man had manipulated and used him, made him a fool-king, and now walked again by his side as his closest council. He could barely keep his hands off the Witchfinder's scrawny neck. Yet he too kept his voice calm and level. He would bide his time before he struck.  
 
    "Do our challenges ever end, Merrick?" 
 
    Merrick's bandages twisted in a lop-sided grin. He gave a small shake of his head.  
 
    "This monastery. The word from my spy tells me that all manner of refugees are housed there. Foul aberrations and stragglers from Old Races that I thought wiped clean from the earth. But more than that, every human blessed with this accursed Angall's Whisper is sheltered there. They think themselves clever, concealing themselves from me amidst the swirling storms of magic, but all they have done is put all the rats in one place." 
 
    They stopped in a huge gloomy chamber. At its centre a wide hole surrounded by a low wall. It seemed like a giant's wishing well. A rank purple smoke drifted up from it that reeked of sulphur. Surrounding the void a circle of men and women in black silken robes and hoods, their heads bowed to the pit. Oligan estimated over a hundred and fifty Witchfinders. Oligan and Merrick stood in the doorway and watched as the Witchfinders murmured a prayer in a harsh language unlike any the king knew. He glanced at Merrick, whose head now also bowed. His lips moved beneath the bandages and his eyes had rolled up flickering white.  
 
    Oligan observed the exposed skin around Merrick's dressings, and the backs of his hands. Whatever Merrick had encountered pursuing that girl in the south, it had been more than he expected. The Witchfinders hands, thick with livid scars, still looked angry. Around his eyes scabs and lesions, open wounds where skin was too damaged to heal. Oligan still felt pain in his own scars after forty years, so could not imagine the pain that Merrick was in. The Witchfinder had a twisted fetish for pain, including his own, but Oligan could see that he was at the limits of tolerance. Oligan had witnessed the raw magical power of Merrick Clay before. The Witchfinder, an ossomancer and could snap the bones of any man with a thought. But he had been bested by something out of his ken.  
 
    "Merrick, you encountered one of these blessed in Dashai. What was she like? What magic can she channel that could harm you so? I have never seen you weakened." 
 
    Merrick's eyes flickered and opened. They slid to the side to regard Oligan with contempt. He flexed his savaged fingers and looked at the map of tight scars crisscrossing his skin. He took a ragged breath and whispered.  
 
    "A foul creature, more foul even than the obsolete Karkaren who protected her. Saturated with debased magic, vile unhallowed light that crested from her every pore. Everything about her burned and offended my senses. Her and that other one. The failed young male priest who escaped me at Old Vassonia. I'll have that little bastard fed to the Green King as well." 
 
    Oligan saw the hint of something in Merrick's eyes that he had never witnessed before. He spoke before thinking.  
 
    "You fear them." 
 
    Merrick spat beneath his filthy dressings. 
 
    "I fear no one, your majesty. But what they and their wicked kin are polluted by is poison to our beloved Sorrow. It is an unkind light that burns and kindles. Hurting me is nothing, I am just a servant. But hurting god? That cannot go unpunished." 
 
    Oligan looked up and saw that the hooded and robed Witchfinders had stopped praying. They all turned as one towards him and drew back their cowls. With their shaven heads and starved wiry bodies, men indistinguishable from women. The other thing they shared, a pinched and twisted expression of discipline and intolerance. Merrick limped forward and addressed them.  
 
    "Brothers and sisters. I have drawn you all back to temple because this task we must accomplish together. We have a golden opportunity to scrub the land clean of the last dregs of polluted flesh. And give the magic that flesh traps back to its rightful owner, the belly of god. Feed your horses and drink deep of the well tonight. Pray and prepare your judgement. For there are abhorrent souls to cleanse. Tomorrow we set out far to the North West. To Ironghast Monastery. We lay siege to magic and to polluted blood. Sharpen your plague lancets, brothers and sisters. For soon you will have a host of fresh Magus Hearts to excise, and bring their light back to the Green King." 
 
    Oligan watched as a hundred thin sharp blades unsheathed with a collective whisper. They glimmered in the torchlight. The king had seen what they did to people using those knives. He still remembered the screams.  
 
    Oligan felt the heat of hate from the Witchfinder. The king hoped that these poor hunted young people would burn the putrid filth of the Sorrow from the world with their secret light, and that would be Merrick alive to see it. But he knew they could not. What hope did a motley band of runaways have against a power beyond all human comprehension? Against hate so uncompromising? No, each of them would be held down and surgery performed on them while still alive, kicking and screaming and praying to gods who would not answer.  
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    It lay before them at the end of a long valley. Huge broken rocks sat shattered along their route and geysers of hot ash sprayed fumes into the air.  
 
    The Torrent, a mile across. A fuming mass of stormclouds twisted into a bulging lumpy sphere. It rippled and undulated, growing boils of churning vapor that burst into lightning and deflated. No visibility through the maelstrom. No way to gage what lay inside. Only what myths and old books had told them. And visions.  
 
    Alfred and Deena had not spoken with the other aspirants about their recurring visions. Some part of them wanted to believe that it a freak coincidence that they both shared waking dreams. If happening to the others too, that would dispel all doubts.  They would know that what lay ahead of them was nothing but nightmares and death.  
 
    Peyter leaned across on his horse and spat a gobbet of phlegm onto the ground. He shrugged at the Torrent. 
 
    "Looks bigger up close." 
 
    Deena rolled her eyes at the flat faced lad and spurred her horse past him.  
 
    "Things do, idiot." 
 
    Peyter opened his mouth to reply, but smart ripostes not being his strength, he sat in his saddle and grumbled, glancing at the Torrent growing ever closer.  
 
    Deena rode up level to Invar, who sat like a hunched bear on his big horse. A grey fur drawn around him and his beard flecked with frost. Deena gave him a respectful little nod and spoke.  
 
    "So what's the plan master Invar? What do the books tell us about getting inside?" 
 
    Invar raised a snow dusted brow.  
 
    "Very little, I'm afraid. Although our good brother Latherus states that he just released Angall's Whisper when he was next to the maelstrom, and it opened for him. Your fellow aspirant Alfred over there managed to translate something similar from some of the old texts. Isn't that right Alfred?" 
 
    Alfred looked up when he heard his name. He had been lost in his own private terrors. His hands gripped the reins so hard his knuckles had turned white. He had woken up before dawn, staring at the grey stone ceiling, and trying to figure a way out of this day. He had built up some courage over the past week, but it had drained from him this morning like a puddle beneath melting ice. He looked up and saw Invar and Deena staring at him, both with a familiar air of impatience and sour temper. Alfred cleared his throat but his voice still quavered a bit. 
 
    "Erm, yes, that's correct. It seems our little puff of holy fire is good for more than lighting candles, or sinking ships as I’ve heard in your case Deena." 
 
    Deena, in no mood for japery, just scowled at him then resumed her slow canter onwards.  The straw haired girl Farah drew her hood back and stared at the Torrent ahead.  
 
    "We just ride straight up to it and wave our hands about until something happens?" 
 
    Sebastian snorted at her. He sat tall and regal in his saddle, his shoulder-length blonde hair blowing. He looked every inch an arrogant prince.  
 
    "Oh stop complaining Farah. You should be proud of what we're doing. Once you have found your angel and communed, you will be a queen amongst humanity, fit to wear a crown. One that covers that dratted hair." 
 
    Farah ran a hand through her greasy frizz of strawberry blonde and looked down at her saddle ashamed. Invar cast the boy a withering glare. His gravelly growl drifted across.  
 
    "You'll be a servant of Angall, to a life of sacrifice and duty. Not duke or duchess of anything but piss. Now keep your eyes on the path." 
 
    Sebastian pretended this hadn't affected him but his pale cheeks went rosy.  Alfred checked his horse and rode closer to Farah. He leaned in his saddle and spoke.  
 
    "I'd rather have your hair than his." 
 
    Farah glanced up at him, uncertain if he ridiculed her further. When she saw his expression she could not suppress a little smile. Alfred winked.  
 
    "Never mind him. We'll all look after each other in there. And don't worry about being scared." 
 
    Farah raised her freckled face to him, her eyes hopeful.  
 
    "Are you?" 
 
    Alfred gave her a little shrug and sat back in his saddle.  
 
    "I would say more terrified. I'm not sure if I can let go of these reins now. We may have to take the horse in all the way." 
 
    Farah looked at him for a moment and then chuckled. After that she sat a little taller and looked straight ahead to their churning unnatural destination.  
 
    Ahead to Alfred's right, Deena rode on until she drew level with Cyrus Blackweather. The Karkaren riding a huge hairy creature with horns and cloven hooves. It stank to high heaven and buzzed with flied but it seemed devoted to him. He had arrived on it and Alfred assumed it must be some sort of creature from the south. He realized he stared at Deena like an idiot again. She was engaged in low conversation with the giant pirate, and his frightening face dark. Alfred broke his gaze and forced himself to look ahead. He could see the churning dark clouds more now, bringing up clods of earth and grass and dragging them around in its inner turmoil. The air stank the strange metallic reek of spent lightning. Alfred's stomach also in turmoil from the jug of wine he polished off the night before, and craving thick rashers of bacon to fill it. He doubted he would ever taste such delicacies as bacon again.   
 
    Twenty yards ahead, Invar Ironbound brought his horse to a stop. Alfred frowned and slowed down next to him.  
 
    "Invar. You're not coming to the edge?" 
 
    The old knight seemed in conflict. He furrowed his brow and could not meet Alfred's eye.  
 
    "I hate abandoning you in your moment of greatest danger, Alfred.  But if you succeed in there, you will need that missing prayer from Angall’s Libram.  We have to get it before the Sorrow does. So I cannot wait. I must ride hard to Crowburgh." 
 
    Alfred felt very alone. Since their first meeting battling the wendigo in the Bleaks, Invar had always been there. His true nature so hidden back then. But now Alfred relied on him for his wisdom and strength. He wanted to tell Invar this. That he was the Knight of the Blaze Alfred hoped he could be one day. Instead he checked his feelings and gave his mentor a fleeting grin.  
 
    "I’ve heard they do good beer there, Master Invar." 
 
    Invar gave Alfred a hard glare that broke into a smile.  
 
    "It’d be rude not to try the local stuff.” 
 
    Alfred felt another pang of fear, but not for himself or the Torrent he would ride into. He had lost so many people since this all began. Braver, stronger, more worthy people than he regarded himself as. He was not ready to lose anyone else.  
 
    "Thank you for preparing us for what’s in there. For what you’ve taught me.” 
 
    Invar gave a husky chuckle. He looked up to the clouds rolling dark over the mountains around them.  
 
    “Hah, he thinks I’ve prepared him.”   
 
    Then he turned his craggy face to the boy with a smile.  
 
    "I have the light of god at my back. And good steel. And a willing heart. It's not my first time out of Ironghast, lad." 
 
    Alfred had seen Invar fight, and could only guess at half the adventures he had become embroiled in over the course of his long life. As capable a man as Alfred had ever seen, and he did have the light of Angall within him. But it didn't ease his worry.  
 
    "You're doing what a paladin is supposed to do, master. I would expect no less of you.  If you find the missing page, I hope I have the skill and power in me to use it." 
 
    Invar gave a grim nod and extended his gauntlet. Alfred shook his hand and the grip like a vice. Invar gave him a few parting words.  
 
    "Years ago, Alfred, about your age. My master, Ulric Godwine gave me a task that I felt not ready for. Inexperienced like you, and had never swung a sword in anger. Just a boy on a horse with a Manticore egg in his bag, riding into the complete unknown had nothing to go on but my visions and a modicum of grit. It wasn't a straight road and no moment where it all made sense. It happened in small increments, every day of my journey. And it's the same for you. It's not the big sweeping gestures that will make you a paladin, Alfred. It's the little quiet moments. Like reassuring Farah there when her heart faltered. It's details like that, lad, that tell me you are the right person for this task. You'll see them right in there, and you don't think it now, but they will look to you in the direst times." 
 
    Alfred could not conceal the shock on his face. After a lifetime of always being the one in trouble, shirking responsibility and being the subject of low expectations, he couldn't remember an occasion when anyone had said something like this to him.   It had the unexpected effect of making him want to live up to expectations, rather than live down to them.  
 
    He nodded to Invar and returned the handshake.  
 
    "By steel, by light and by heart we will find what we need in there to win this war. I'll look after them in there. And when next you see me, you may be surprised at the man that greets you." 
 
    Alfred didn't believe it, but he put as much conviction into his voice as he could muster.  Invar released Alfred's hand and spurred his horse around back towards Ironghast. He gave the boy one final glance.  
 
    "I'm already surprised, Alfred. Angall shine on you." 
 
    "And on you." 
 
    Then Invar ironbound galloped off to the south east in the direction of distant Crowburgh.  
 
    And then the small group of dark-robed aspirants were without guidance, except for the handful of monks that escorted them to the borders of the Torrent. And Father Bluheart, the head of the order at Ironghast.  
 
    The path grew more rocky and dangerous as they approached. The wild magic of the Torrent had scored the earth over the centuries. A few hobbled ruins stood scattered by the roadside. Remnants of the forgotten city that stood there. A city that the monastery of Ironghast was once part of. The snow began to fall heavier as they drew closer to the unnatural maelstrom.  
 
    A deep rumbling emanated from within, a show of power. The blue stench of burnt magic assaulted their noses. Up close the scale of the Torrent overwhelmed them. The aspirants slowed their horses and sat in a loose line before it. On the old road around them shattered marble pillars, and the body parts of various dismembered statues. Alfred's every instinct screaming at him not to step through. The sparse grass and stones beneath him represented stability and predictability. Like standing on a safe beach at the very edge of a deep kraken-filled ocean. 
 
    Malkolm Bluheart rode his horse before the aspirants. The handful of guardian monks spread out, keeping watch. Bluheart looked tired. His shocking white hair stuck out from beneath his hood but his eyes retained their kindness and compassion.  
 
    "Good aspirants. Blessed of Lord Angall, vessels for the holy light. I know that what we ask of you today is no small thing. No one can force any of you to take another step forward. Our magic makes us strong in different ways. But we are and always have been but a few. We are hunted and persecuted. By Witchfinders, by the agents of the Sorrow, and at times by ordinary folk who fear what they don't know. We have found a refuge in Ironghast kept us hidden and safe for a thousand years. But we are not safe here any longer. The spies of the king found us even here, and we have to assume that his message reached the ears of the Witchfinders. They will be coming for us. They likely have left there cold temples and armed themselves. We will keep watch on the horizon. So once you are inside the Torrent, time is of the essence. Once you enter, you will be beyond our prayers and our seers. But rely on each other. Trust in the Light. And do not let your courage waver. The Sorrow knows what you fear. It is sly and subtle, and will use it if it can. Angall be with you this day. Now gather your Light into your chest. Hold it firm and let it brighten. Then release it upon the wall of storms." 
 
    Alfred stared at the vast vortex of impenetrable sorcery before them. He had severe doubts that his tiny mote of ineffectual magic could have any effect whatsoever on such a conjuration. But the old writing and father Latherus had said that Angall's Whisper was a key amongst other things, so he knew he had to try.  
 
    He glanced sidelong at the other aspirants. Deena, Dunc, Sebastian, Peyter, Farah, and Manzak. All sat on jittering horses, staring at the Torrent.  
 
    Alfred cleared his throat and spoke. His voice felt quiet and impotent next to the rolling power of the Torrent.  
 
    "We don't know what's in there. But we know that the gods gave us our blessing because they meant us to go in. If Angall gave us all a key to this place, why go to all that trouble if all he wants us to do is die?" 
 
    Peyter gave a grim smile, his uneven brown teeth showing.  
 
    "Because the bastard gods all have a wonderful sense of humor at our expense." 
 
    Alfred knew that in the recent past he could have heard himself saying those exact words to mask his fear. But he couldn't be that man anymore.  
 
    "We are weak alone. But we have all felt the strange warmth that comes from the Blessing within when we are all close to one another. " 
 
    Farah glanced at him and seemed to blush. 
 
    "I have felt it, Alfred. Like a tiny sun within. Like a candle flame that wants to join a bonfire." 
 
    Sebastian rolled his perfect green eyes.  
 
    "I'll just stay a candle of one, thanks." 
 
    Dunc, with his sleek black hair and keen face, nodded.  
 
    "I thought I was the only one feeling that." 
 
    Deena cast back her hood and tightened her jaw as she stared at the Torrent.  
 
    "It's communion." 
 
    Alfred took a deep breath and drew on his Blessing. He felt it well within him like a hot breeze from a campfire. It swirled around his ribs with an almost painful tickle. The urge to set it free overwhelming, as it always was. But he resisted. Instead he let it heat and build within his heart. His chest expanded and a faint golden glow began in the tips of his fingers and in the whites of his eyes. Beside him, one by one the other aspirants did the same.  
 
    Soon they all sat before he Torrent, glowing with holy Light.  Malkolm Bluheart looked on them with an expression of trepidation and pride. No one knew what would happen next.  Then without warming or prompt, the aspirants released their Blessings at once.  
 
    Seven motes of golden light issues forth from their throats. Tiny stars that drifted on an unseen breeze towards the wall of ancient sorcery. They hit the Torrent and stuck there like burrs, fizzing.  
 
    For a long moment nothing more happened.  
 
    Alfred started to think his fears proven true. Their puny magic could have no effect on a wall put there by the gods. He sighed and felt his burgeoning faith waver.  Then the motes began to his louder, like hot steel from the forge cast into water.  
 
    Beneath each mote, a hole began to appear in the wall of the Torrent. Small at first, then growing to the size of an apple. Beyond them nothing but darkness.  
 
    The holes grew in size until wide enough for a man to walk through.  The aspirants dismounted and stood there staring seven perfect doors into the unknown.  
 
    Alfred spoke up. 
 
    "Father Bluheart. You think that some remnant of the Sorrow is really still alive in there. After all these centuries?" 
 
    Bluheart stood as in awe as the rest of them. 
 
    "Stay in the light as much as you can. It will be waiting for you, just outside it." 
 
    The aspirants gathered their courage and walked up to their doorways. They offered each other reassuring glances. But each looked as scared as the other. Alfred took one look back at the high towers of Ironghast monastery. Then he gathered as much faith in his soul as he could muster and stepped inside.  
 
    He would not see true light again for a long while. And when he did, it would ignite his soul.  
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    King Oligan Rathratta knew his last day in the world.  
 
    He had committed many murders during his long reign, through the hands of others. But the life today would be the last life he would take. And it would be by his hand.  
 
    When he woke that morning the pale sun shone through his open window. The sheer yellow curtains billowed in the breeze. The scent of the rose gardens far below his royal bedchamber drifted up and he awoke to their sweet smell.  
 
    For a few brief moments he thought it decades ago. In a different age of the kingdom, married and with children on the way. The turmoil of a thousand years before his birth was still buried deep within the earth. The brotherhood of vicissitude was still just a fledgling organization whispering to each other in a few dark corners of the land.  
 
    His face was whole and comely, with a defiant jaw and sculpted cheekbones. Statues of him decorated the town square of many a town. The burden of kingship did not yet lay heavy on his shoulders. All was well.  
 
    Then it all began to come back to him.  
 
    His wife and children had died decades before. He did not realize this until now. Oligan had deluded himself all these years that the pale vascular forms floating in their glass coffins being rejuvenated. Of course he now knew that they were being poisoned with the vile toxin of the god that nourished them. What had emerged, abominations that broke his heart and his mind every evening he was forced to share a meal with them. Food they never ate and wine they never drank.  
 
    His once handsome face was a ruin. Melted half away during the folly of his purges. He had ordered the deaths of so many living beings. He slaughtered men and women, and so many rare Old Races that no longer graced the world. He had become a scarred and superstitious old recluse, terrified of magic and its power. All on the advice of his long-time advisor and chief Witchfinder Merrick Clay.  
 
    That man, if Oligan could even call him a man. That disciple of torture and suffering. Like demons often do he had come with smiles, as a friend and councilor in his time of greatest need. He had promised so much and given so little. Oligan had little aged in forty years thanks to his minute doses of the same vile essence that had transformed his family. But it was no gift.  
 
    It suited the powers of the Sorrow and their disciples like Clay to maintain the status quo. To present a constant familiar public image to the populous, in order to keep them sedated and ignorant. Oligan even wondered if somehow the Sorrow had arranged his injuries. To better present a mask of benign unchanging normality to his subjects. Even those that knew something was rotten at the heart of the old empire too afraid to voice it aloud. The Witchfinders, the blackguard and the draconian laws around magic saw to that. And of course, Oligan had done much work in the kingdom over the years. Reduced taxes, safer roads and borders, less crime and dissent, flourishing trade and bountiful harvests. Another, and perhaps the best, manipulation of the Sorrow. Keep the people's bellies fat, their cups filled with wine, and their streets clean. Then people are even less likely to question the strangeness at the heart of the kingdom. When people go missing, and new laws are introduced curtailing their freedom, people who are unwilling to give up basic comforts just accept it. And they don't question when a neighbor goes missing never to be seen again.  
 
    When the daggers of reality came stabbing back into his mind, Oligan knew that morning that he could take it no more. He got up out of bed, and walked to the window in his nightgown. His body was still muscled and skin smooth but his old bones ached and his organs churned against each other. It felt like he was aging from the inside out. He let the fine yellow curtains waft over his skin and then he stood there on the little balcony.  
 
    The city spread out below him. Fine old red slate roofs with chimneys billowing woodsmoke. Well-kept parks and rock gardens filled with statues. Ale houses, blacksmiths and bakers. He wondered how the people saw him. As a beloved ruler? He doubted that. He had withdrawn from any semblance of public life forty years ago, most people lived and died without ever seeing him. As a tyrant? A faceless monster to be obeyed. Or was he something abstract? So far removed from the reality of their day to day lives that he never factored at all. Oligan took a step closer to the low wall of the balcony. Seagulls flitted close, drawn in from the harbour. His heart was beating fast now.  
 
    Just a few more steps and it might all be over.  
 
    These people don't know that their king sold their lives to monsters. And for what? The love of walking corpses. 
 
    Oligan was aware of the cool sea breeze on his ruined face. It cooled the ever-burning flesh. Tinctures he was given daily for the pain but he applied them. He deserved the daily torture and wore it with pride. He took another step closer to the edge. Far below he could hear the faint sounds of a market.  
 
    A voice came from behind king Oligan. A high and mocking tone.  
 
    "Be careful, your majesty. The winds are growing stronger." 
 
    Oligan turned. For a moment he almost lost his balance and teetered back over the edge. As he adjusted his footing, he connected eyes with Merrick Clay. The Witchfinder stood unblinking in the doorway, a polite smile on his thin injured face.  Oligan righted himself and stood there, his own burned face exposed and his twisted mouth grimacing. He stammered out a reply.  
 
    "I...I was just taking in the city, Merrick." 
 
    Merrick Clay glided into the room, bringing a small jug of sweet white wine and a plate of sugared pastries.  
 
    "Your breakfast, your majesty. I think most of the servants are now too afraid to come into the private chambers of this tower now. They fear they will be cursed and conjured by your girls." 
 
    Oligan straightened his nightgown and walked back into the bedchamber.  
 
    "I have dismissed most of them. Tongue or no tongues to tell the tales, I don't want them seeing what their monarch and his family have become." 
 
    Merrick put down the tray next to the king's bed and straightened up with a curious expression.  
 
    "You are not proud of all we have achieved, your majesty? We two have almost singlehandedly resurrected the old Green King that time had buried beneath the earth. Taken us forty years and long campaigns. Without your hard but fair rule, we would have had those aberrations born with the Magus Heart running about the countryside. Doing whatever they wanted. Changing things. Wasting their power on selfish desires. Magic belongs to the Sorrow. You know that." 
 
    Oligan reached over to a marble dressing table and picked up his mask. He held it out in front of his face, gathering the courage to entomb himself once more.  
 
    "Of course I do. And you have kept every promise you made me, Merrick." 
 
    The Witchfinder grinned and offered a tiny bow.  
 
    "To the letter." 
 
    Oligan enclosed his head in the beaten bronze mask and then picked up a crimson silk robe. He was unused to dressing himself but he could no longer bear the presence of terrified servants.  
 
    "What can I do for you, loyal Merrick?" 
 
    The Witchfinder licked his pale lips. 
 
    "I wish to discuss and council you on our next moves. Would you walk with me, your majesty?" 
 
    It was said with sickly politeness but Oligan was clear that it was not a request.  
 
    He tied his silken robes at the waist. Then Oligan reached for a torque of twisted gold and placed it around his neck. He may be a puppet, but he was determined to show some semblance of looking like a king, right to the last.  
 
    The two old schemers walked through the empty corridors of the palace.  
 
    Oligan was amazed at how the Witchfinder was still functioning. He had removed his bandages and the thin face was a map of livid scars and infected pustules. His hands little more than blackened claws. Yet he limped on beside the king, now savoring the slow knitting of his flesh.  They made their way up a long winding staircase to the private chamber with its burning braziers that had been the war room for them for years.  
 
    Merrick addressed the king in a dry croak.  
 
    "One of our royal sight-thieves has interpreted a message this morning bearing news. Your daughter arrived at the city of Crowburgh, many leagues away. She made them an offer for something that they possess. It was rejected.  So she has unleashed the Sorrow on the city. Given herself over to war." 
 
    Oligan felt hot tears rise behind his mask. He kept his voice even. 
 
    "She is never to return here to the palace?" 
 
    Merrick dismissed this with a curt wave.  
 
    "No. Her future lies elsewhere now. Not among the sheltered royal court, but out in the wild as a great general. Grown into something more, you should be proud." 
 
    The two figures walked through double doors into the high gloomy chamber. They wandered amongst its pillars by the burning bronze braziers. 
 
    Oligan felt like a man walking to the gallows.  
 
    Oligan felt the despair rise but he choke it down. Oh he was such a sinner, such blight on the landscape, he thought. But he must soldier on.  
 
     “Why this illusion and lie of saving my family, to turn them into this? To make them monstrous." 
 
    Merrick wrung his leathery hands together and spoke in a sympathetic tone. Still the mockery beneath remained.  
 
    "I gave you decades of hope, Oligan. And I postponed your grief all these years." 
 
    Oligan's shoulders sagged. He passed by a pan of burning coals and considered letting his robes ignite. To run aflame at the window.  
 
    "A lie of hope. And I could have mourned." 
 
    Again Merrick dismissed him with a flick of charred digits.  
 
    "Then mourn. But you should be celebrating. You have reigned longer than any king in history. You have given these lands order and peace." 
 
    Oligan mulled on his crimes.  
 
    "Yes. I have done unimaginable things." 
 
    Merrick turned to him and he was the wise and kind councilor again. The one who had seduced a royal mind all those years ago.  
 
    "Come, your highness. Join me in the reliquary. When was the last time since you stood before the Green King? Since your family awoke?" 
 
    "I have not entered since." 
 
    "Then come, my king. I think you need to remind yourself that we are all servants to something bigger and stronger than us. Something beautiful."  
 
    Merrick led the king through to the antechamber. The room where the great reliquary was kept. Like a titanic hourglass it sat there in the middle of the humid room. Inside, the filthy green fog swirled as always. Except now, sometimes something living could be seen. A tentacle sweeping past. A stinger scraping the glass. an unearthly eye through the gloom.  
 
    God was awake.  
 
    Merrick had told the king that this entity was a general in the armies of the Sorrow. He was a great warlord that had been defeated in ancient times and dug beneath the earth to survive. Like a tick. Yet he was powerful beyond measure, and until his brothers were found, he would lead the war.  
 
    The king could not imagine anything more terrifying or horrific than this thing. The thought that he was just a herald to the true force of the Sorrow made his stomach lurch.  
 
    He followed Merrick Clay around the reliquary. They ascended a set of brass steps to the viewing gallery above. The two damaged men stood there, looking down into the churning pond of meat-filled mist. Oligan felt dizzy, like he might tumble forward into the filth.  
 
    Merrick's scarred face was lost in reverie.  
 
    "All our work, Oligan. All these years of faith and devotion. It is paying off. Are you not elated?" 
 
    King Oligan looked down into the churning fog. An unholy glow emanated deep within.  
 
    "How many souls have we thrown into that pit over the years, Merrick? How many Magus Hearts have you ripped out of people's bodies, and fed them to this thing?" 
 
    Merrick seemed to take the question seriously. He furrowed his brow and muttered beneath his breath.  
 
    "I would estimate between three to five thousand, your majesty. Every little morsel a tiny mote of nourishment for him. Like a child we have raised together, no?" 
 
    Merrick turned to the king and gave a horrible grin of satisfaction, like a proud parent.  Oligan looked back at the Witchfinder. He saw nothing but madness in the eyes of Merrick Clay. He was a cult priest who had spent years ushering in the end of the world. A torturer that had sacrificed so many people to this wretched god in a vat. The awful irony being that Merrick was also a magic-user. He had the same strange glowing growth in his own body that he had torn out of so many others. The twisted killer had fed his own kind to a hungry maw.  It occurred to Oligan to let himself fall forward into the reliquary. To give the monstrous thing within one final meal. But he stood firm. Oligan was suicidal, no doubt. But even he did not want his last breath to be the poisonous fog and the scraps of a thousand corpses that swirled below.  
 
    Merrick raised his hands in prayer.  
 
    "You have been so patient with us, lord. We know we can never abate your hunger, but we have given you sustenance as we could. But now you are awake, and there a whole world for you to feast on. It is waiting for you. It is all for you." 
 
    Oligan looked across at the thin man with the scarred face turned up in rapture.  He stared at the scrawny creature that had used and manipulated him for most of his adult reign. Oligan knew that his own soul was damned. He was no innocent. He was aware of every life he had taken to preserve his bloodline, his power. Oligan was a selfish, vain, greedy king, whose greatest terror was to be deposed and forgotten. He sacrificed his people and his world for the obsessive love of his family. And he had damned his family's bodies as vessels of this poison that swirled below him.  
 
    King Oligan Rathratta was as wretched a man as ever walked the earth. Doomed to forever be preserved as a glorified slave to these horrific entities.  
 
    He knew that morning that he could continue with this no longer. He knew that he would end it today and forfeit his life. He would take matters into his own hands, as he had almost done on the balcony of his bedchamber that morning.  Now he stood there, sweating from the acrid green steam that permeated the room like jungle air. Looking down at the top of the reliquary.  
 
    Swirling and swirling like toxic soup in some great cauldron.  
 
    He made his decision.  The king turned to his councilor and smiled.  
 
    "Merrick, is it true that the Sorrow's hunger will never be abated? That it will consume the entire world?" 
 
    Merrick Clay gave a manic smile. 
 
    "It consumes magic with an endless lust. Until the world is like a squeezed lemon." 
 
    Oligan nodded and looked below.  
 
    "Then, my friend. Let us keep him happy." 
 
    In a sudden rush Oligan grabbed the bony Witchfinder by the shoulders and threw him over the railing with a roar.  
 
    The Witchfinder fell backwards. His burned hands clawed at the air. His expression was of both shock and ecstasy as the pain-lover in him tasted the betrayal.  To Oligan's eyes he seemed to fall forever, staring up at him all the way.  
 
    Then Merrick Clay vanished into the mist. The fog churned faster and shadows of movement could be seen within. Something was feeding below.  King Oligan stood there for a long time, looking down into the reliquary.  
 
    He knew his life was over. The brotherhood of vicissitude would pick him apart inch by inch. His own wife and daughter, or the husks once such, would kill him first.  
 
    He didn't care anymore.  
 
    There was nothing he could do to stop the Sorrow now.  
 
    But he took small victories where he could.  
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    The devils came for Invar on his first night in Crowburgh.  
 
    After forty years of fighting, Invar ironbound still didn't like the word crusade. It meant running towards something very dangerous. He had charged at many a creature that would cause most to turn and run.  This time it was different.  
 
    As he approached the walls of the city of Crowburgh, the entire place was deathly silent.  
 
    Deserted.  
 
    A city of thousands of people, and it was quiet as a graveyard. It had taken him many days to get here. The old highways had fallen into disrepair and it was hard work for a horse. Invar had not seen another living soul for two nights.  
 
    There was something strange about the silence as he rode through the sparse woods close to the city. Then he realized that no birds singing. He saw no insects crawling on the dry old boughs. No goats or sheep grazing in the foothills.  
 
    All life was asleep, hidden or deceased.  
 
    Invar had been here before, many years ago. Crowburgh was a bustling river city, buzzing with trade and life. The people a sturdy lot of old stock, but liberal of mind due to the influx of merchants and goods.  Something more ominous troubled Invar as he rode closer to the gates of the city.  They opened wide, but not only that, they hung broken from the hinges. Like some huge siege engine had smashed through them. Invar paused his horse just outside the gates. He scanned the walls and the cobbled road leading inside. Not a soul.  
 
    He looked up. A dark island of cloud hung over the city, casting it in shadow. The cloud did not drift in the wind but circled like a great whirlpool.  He knew then that the visions from the sight-thieves had told the truth. The Sorrow had made Crowburgh its first target. And he was too late.  
 
    But how could an entire population just vanish? There's no blood. No bodies. No scattered weapons. Just disappeared.  
 
    Invar knew that whatever waited for him inside was a trap. But what choice did he have? 
 
    There could be survivors. Helpless and hiding. I cannot leave them to their fate in there. And I cannot leave without the page from the Libram of Ashes. 
 
    Not for the first time Invar wondered what his old master Ulric Godwine would do. He thought it silly that he should imagine the council of a man who had been dead for decades, but his voice often came to Invar in times of confusion.  
 
    The paladin's way is to run straight at a problem, lad. Always been.  
 
    Invar smiled at the ghost's advice.  
 
    "Aye, master Godwine, and look where it got you. A Manticore's sting right in your big head." 
 
    Invar swallowed his fear.  He spurred his horse on and the beast obeyed.  The only sound was the rattling of Invar's armour and mail as he proceeded into the city.   
 
    A sudden crack. Invar half drew his sword until he saw the sign for an ale house blowing in the wind. He rode onwards along the cobbled street towards the market square.  Invar imagined eyes watching him from behind every shuttered window.  He could sense the Sorrow had been here. Their stench was in the air. But there was no way to tell what form it had taken.  
 
    That was the curse of having to fight a life-form like the Sorrow. It warped and corrupted everything it came into contact with. You could battle it all your life and never fight the same thing twice.  
 
    Invar had hated leaving Alfred and the other acolytes when he did. They needed him to be there for council and guidance. But Invar's was a life of duty. Invar knew how stupid this was. One old man galloping to save a city from the old devils and retrieve a prize.  
 
    Yet here he was.  
 
    Invar looked up at the slow bank of dark cloud rotating over the city. A drizzle began to fall, chilling the air. It was getting dark.  Invar had to find some kind of shelter. Make a fire and then search for survivors in an organized way come morning. At the same time he didn't trust entering any of the buildings. He needed escape routes, and who knew what lurked in any of the structures lining the streets?  
 
    Instead he rode into a wide round courtyard. At its centre was a fountain. Invar thirsted. He dismounted and ran his gauntlet through the clear water. It looked clean but no real way to tell if it was poisoned. Invar muttered a prayer of cleansing as he cupped a handful of water in his gauntlet.  
 
    Lord Angall,  
 
    Filter your Light through this water 
 
    Remove dark deed and thought 
 
    And make it as pure and clear as your care for us.  
 
    The water in Invar's hand began to glow with a soft light until it glimmered like a mirror. Then the light faded and Invar drunk deep. Once he was sated, he thrust his hand into the fountain and purified it all, before setting his horse to drink.  
 
    Invar looked around the courtyard.  Four streets led into it with the fountain at its centre. Overhanging shambles made three of the streets very gloomy, but the fourth was a wide thoroughfare.  All of the streets had been barricaded with something.  Overturned carts and market stalls shoved in the alleyways. As if a desperate fight had taken place.  Yet still not a body in sight. Not of friend or foe.  Invar broke off a few pieces of wood from one shattered cart and proceeded to build a fire in the courtyard.  
 
    He figured that he had a good option of escape routes if it came to it, and a decent view in several directions. But if anyone was still active in the city, he stood a chance of seeing smoke from chimneys or hearing voices.  It was as good a plan as any.  It took him fifteen minutes to build enough of a stack to last through the night.  Invar knelt down and cupped his hands together. He blew into his hands as if cold, and his gauntlets began to glow red hot.  Holding them beneath the fire stack, the kindling caught and within a few minutes he had a roaring fire.  It had taken a lifetime for Invar to hone his skills and utilize the tiny sliver of angelic spirit that dwelled within him. It gave him much. But for all that he knew that his potential as a paladin was infinitesimal compared to the light Alfred and the acolytes could wield if they ever made it out of the Torrent.  
 
    Yet it was his light in the dark, and it had served him for many years.  
 
    Invar took out some hard bread and a pot of honey. He dipped it in the jar and had his supper, getting a lot of it on his beard.  After he had eaten Invar sat next to the fire and reached out his mind. Straining his senses, man and god given, out into the falling night to detect any presence of the citizenry.  There was not a sound in the night.  It was after two hours of this, weary from his long journey to Crowburgh, that Invar fell asleep.  
 
    Three hours passed.  
 
    He awoke to the sound of his horse being eaten alive.  
 
    He shot to his feet with a rattle of steel. He drew his sword and strained out into the dark.  
 
    His horse was being dragged into one of the gloomy alleyways. Invar could see many dark limbs hooked into its flank but it was too dark to see what they belonged to.  He ran forward screaming a war cry with his sword held high, desperate to save the poor beast.  
 
    But the horse's cries cut short. Something vital was severed and a gout of blood sprayed up onto the wall. The limp cadaver was slid further back into the gloom leaving a trail of slick blood on the cobbles.  Invar stood there, breathing hard. He shouted a cry of rage. He gripped his sword tight and stared out into the dark.  
 
    Then he began to hear the chattering.  
 
    It was a cacophony of high pitched communication. A plethora of skittering claws on stone. Invar watched a thousand eyes switched on in the dark alley like little green candles. The diseased stench of the Sorrow grew overpowering and he was began to wretch. The same sinister sounds came from behind in var. Then from his left and right.  He spun around and saw the same hungry eyes peering out from each of the dark escape routes from the courtyard. Invar stepped backwards towards the fire he had made next to the fountain.  He stood there, sword ready, with the fire reflecting off the steel of his breastplate.  
 
    He did not know what had ambushed him. But he knew it was the work of the Sorrow. And whatever it was had removed all trace of the population of Crowburgh.  
 
    But where? Where are they all?  
 
    Invar did not have long to ponder the fate of the citizenry.  
 
    The creatures were tentative and reluctant to approach the light of the fire. But soon their bloodlust and hunger overcame this natural aversion. The first few crept out of the alley in front of Invar and edged closer to the light of the fire.  
 
    Invar could not see them. He could see things as big as hunting dogs that had sickly hairless skin mapped with veins. The creatures circled Invar, sniffing and chittering. Testing him for weakness.  The first one pounced.  Invar had only a second to react. The hairless creature's dripping jaws opened wide and a scarlet tongue flickered.  
 
    Invar sidestepped and cut the thing in two. It fell with a heavy slap onto the cobbles with the limbs still twitching. Invar took a step back and observed it in horror.  It used to be rat, he thought. 
 
    It was warped and twisted in a way only the Sorrow could play with flesh. The whole creature would have been five foot from nose to tail. Devoid of all fur and with moon-white skin. The eyes reflected the sickly disease that had mutated its flesh, green with phosphorescence. The blood that flowed from its bisected halves was also pale green as slime.  
 
    Invar only had a few seconds to marvel in revulsion at the aberration. Another three found their opportunity and scuttled out of the dark. One clamped its jaws on Invar's leg, only the steel greave preventing his bones from snapping. He still felt the pressure though as tight as a vice. It drew fast backwards, trying to drag him out of the firelight and into the dark with its brethren. The other two snapped at his unarmored head. One of their claws caught Invar just above the brow, opening a jagged cut and causing blood to spill down into his eyes.  
 
    Invar roared in outrage and dug his gauntlet into the cracks between the cobblestones. He jarred and stuck fast, giving him a moment to slash at the creature clamped onto his leg. A couple of hard blows and the rat's snout exploded in a glut of bone and slime. It squealed and retreated off into the gloom. Invar fought to his feet and turned on the other two. They crouched just out of reach, snapping every few moments towards his fingers. But they had learned to shy from the blade.  Invar was aware of the sound of countless sets of claws in the dark all around him. The ghostly eyes drifted in careful circles, each looking for a chance to maim him and drag him away.  
 
    The two rats in front of him hissed and pounced at once. Invar bunched his fist and punched one in the snout with a blow that broke the thing's neck. The second had attacked so fast that it impaled itself on his sword. The creature fought its way up the blade towards Invar's arm, jaws still snapping in ever weakening bites. Invar threw the thing off his sword and it landed in the fire. A shower of cinders rose up as the skin crackled. In the light that bloomed from this, Invar saw his predicament.  Every inch of wall, roof and cobbles was covered in the slavering creatures. He estimated at least fifty had crawled into the courtyard, cutting off all escape.  
 
    Invar had fought many dangerous things over the years, but numbers were numbers. He edged backwards until the back of his legs hit the low wall of the fountain.  
 
    He had a last desperate idea.  
 
    Without taking his eyes off the approaching predators, Invar climbed back over the wall and found himself thigh deep in cold water. He slid further back until he stood by the fountainhead. He saw the rats closing in all around. They had nothing to rush for, Invar was trapped.  The paladin kept his sword at arm's length and crouched. With his teeth he tugged at the ties for his gauntlet and loosened them. Then he stuck it under his armpit and tugged the metal sheath free. It dropped into the water and vanished. He dipped his bare hand into the water and spoke.  
 
    "Lord Angall,  
 
    Filter your Light through this water 
 
    Remove dark deed and thought 
 
    And make it as pure and clear as your care for us." 
 
    Invar felt the Magus within him ignite, focusing all his sliver of angelic power to one purpose. Like all of his kind, he knew it would drain his reserves and make him ill, but what choice did he have?  
 
    For a moment nothing happened.  
 
    Then the water around Invar began to glow, soft and pale as gossamer. It glimmered off his armour and lit up his face. Blessing water was a talent several paladins through the ages had possessed. It was like throwing a pinch of salt into a pond, enough to purify for drinking but little more. This time Invar had poured a soul full into the water. It bubbled with Holy Light. Invar knew it would not last long, but it offered a barrier of sorts between him and the Sorrow.  The rats hissed and chattered in pain. The Light burned their eyes and their minds and they could not look at it. But their rage built each moment, and they became determined to bypass this pool of poisonous illumination.  
 
    The first beast to try was twice the size of the others that Invar had fought. Fat bodied and grotesque, it leapt from the wall with dirty claws extended. Invar ducked as its claws struck the fountainhead, cracking the stone. The bulbous creature fell into the blessed fountain with a hideous gurgle. Its skin hissed and steamed like it was boiling alive. The beast thrashed and yelped as the holy water burned the venom in its veins. Invar raised his sword high and impaled the creature through the heart. It sank underwater in a cloud of bubbles. Invar raised his sword to face the next few brave beasts that crouched on the edge of the fountain wall.  He gritted his teeth and offered them a grim smile.  
 
    "Come on then, pretty beasts. I have warmed your bath for you." 
 
    The rats at the edge nudged forward by the multitude behind and before they knew it they pushed into the fountain. The screams horrific as their skin sizzled and the water bubbled around them, searing them with Holy Light.  Invar walked around in the fountain, the icy water sloshing about his legs. Every time of the creatures came close to the edge, he slashed its hide with his sword. 
 
    He had a good solid position for a last stand, but that was about the best of it. For a full five minutes he hacked and slashed at the unholy warped beasts as they snapped and circled the fountain. Then, the Light in the water began to fade.  The creature's predatory instincts could sense this, the way they could sense an injured animal weakening. Invar wiped the blood from his eyes as it ran from the gash in his head. The rats began to close in, leaping up on the edge of the fountain wall and squatting there like gargoyles.  Invar knew that they prepared to attack as a group and he prepared himself for the fight.  
 
    Then he became aware of a strange light behind him. He turned and saw a pale sickly glow emanating from one of the alleyways. It was a cold unhealthy light as far from the Holy Light around him as was possible.  
 
    A small figure stood silhouetted in the alley.  It looked like a little girl. Invar's paladin instinct told him otherwise however. This was no human child.  He spat blood in the water and stood square to the small figure. Invar shouted over.  
 
    "Is this your doing, foul puppet? Get out of this city and take your vile pets with you. This place is under protection." 
 
    A child's laugh came from the alley. 
 
    "Under whose protection, old man? I see no safe persons here." 
 
    Invar's spine shivered at the voice. A child's but not a child's. Something old and without kindness.  
 
    "Under my protection. Under the Light of Angall and the Knights of the Blaze." 
 
    Again the unpleasant giggling. Like a child playing hide and seek.  
 
    "There are no such things, anymore, old grandfather. We whispered to our puppet king Oligan and he snuffed out those zealots and crusaders long ago." 
 
    Invar gritted his teeth and tasted blood. He gripped his sword tight as he heard the sniffing and squealing all around him. The rats closed in.  
 
    "It is not dark until the last candle goes out, worm." 
 
    The little figure stepped forward into the light and Invar saw a girl of no more than ten. A once beautiful child, now grey skinned and wizened. A husk as possessed by the Sorrow as Invar had ever seen anyone. It was smiling at him. Lank blonde hair hung around her shoulders.  
 
    "Then snuff out, old man. Let them take you. I promise you that your death will be beautiful. Let your light fade." 
 
    Invar looked around his knees and saw that the light in the water was fading whether he willed it or not.  He knew that time was fast running out. Invar heard the mutated predators around him becoming bolder. They edged closer to the water. Some of them tried to step into the fountain but the water still burned their warped skin and they withdrew with a hiss.  Invar whispered a quiet prayer to himself, making his peace with god and asking Angall to bless Alfred and the others on their quest.  
 
    He brought his sword up to his face and smiled at the possessed child.  
 
    "You failed before, unholy scum. Confident of victory that time too I recall." 
 
    The child gave a small petulant shrug. 
 
    "We are patient and we can sleep through trouble. This time we slept until you had all forgotten about us. Until you thought us stories to scare children. And we crept in the window and we poisoned your larder and killed your guard dogs, and set a fire beneath your foundations. We have been at war with you for decades, and you did not even know there was a battle taking place." 
 
    Invar gritted his teeth behind his sword. He heard the rats closing around the fountain in greater number.  
 
    "I did." 
 
    The child's smile again. 
 
    "You are just one old man. A relic of a bygone age. You think you can raise some rabble of blessed idiots and that the power of your absent gods will flow through them. Their frail forms will disintegrate as soon as power like that hits their hearts." 
 
    Invar looked at the strange child. The ancient eyes and sadistic expression painted on such innocence.  
 
    "You didn't. That poor girl's body seems to be holding up just fine for you. Why don't you vacate her and let her breathe?" 
 
    The girl touched her own cheek, feeling the clammy grey flesh.  
 
    "Oh this took time and effort. I marinated this little body in our essence for years, letting it soak us up. It's a long process but it allows them to house us so much easier. The results speak for themselves I'm sure you'd agree. And no, I don't think I will be leaving this little cow. I'll be watching your world fall through her eyes for years to come. Long after you're gone, old man." 
 
    Invar glanced down and saw that the Holy Light from the fountain water had almost faded. He felt a shadow at his shoulder and spun around.  
 
    One of the hairless warped rats had leapt on top of the fountain head from the edge. It clung to the stone with four sets of claws and green slime drooled from its jaws. Before Invar could move it leapt down onto him, its full weight knocking the paladin from his feet. The rat's teeth clamped down onto Invar's one exposed forearm, piercing the flesh deep. They both vanished under the water in an explosion of froth and bubbles.  The other creatures clambered onto the fountain wall and snapped their jaws, lusting for the violence. The child walked a little closer, the eerier light behind her seeming to spill around her like a dress.  
 
    Invar erupted from the water with a roar, holding the rat's severed head in his hand. He coughed and wiped watery blood from his eyes. Then he threw the rat's head at the child's feet and stood breathing hard. His unarmored hand dripped blood. Dark puncture marks peppered his skin. The child looked down at the severed head and smiled.  
 
    "Well that one cost you, paladin. If we must, we will take your drop of blood at a time." 
 
    Invar felt a surge of nausea. From the stench of the warped rats and from the rapid blood loss dripping from his arm.  He prepared himself for the final attack. The rats on the edge of the wall edged their way into the water. Nervous at first but once they realized the burning Light had faded from it and in no danger, they advanced.  Invar slashed at one and then felt them close all around.  
 
    A glaring light blazed in the courtyard followed by a shattering crash.  
 
    Invar was forced to shield his eyes and crouched down near the water. The rats screamed all around him, the intense light burning their nocturnal eyes. When Invar opened his eyes he saw that a clump of the creatures next to one alleyway on fire. They twisted and writhed as some burning tar-like substance ignited their fur. The flames bright and so hot they tinged with blue.  
 
    Then he noticed a figure hanging like a monkey from a balcony at the end of the alley. It held a glass globe of thick liquid in one hand with a flickering fuse. With a cry the figure threw it amongst the rats and another crashing conflagration erupted in the courtyard.  
 
    The sticky flammable liquid was searing the white skin of the creatures and burning their eyes. Invar caught a snapshot of the man on the ledge as he was illuminated by the flames. In the confusion, it looked like the man had a prehensile tail, and had secured himself to the balcony using it. Invar was half blinded with fire and blood, and he could have been mistaken, but he thought the man's face was rat-like too, with prominent incisors and a sloping snout. He didn't have time to ponder this odd man, because the child was screaming in anger and stomping towards the fountain.  
 
    The man on the ledge threw another incendiary of strange cocktail, causing the girl and the swarming rats to duck for cover. He shouted down to Invar.  
 
    "Quickly! This way!" 
 
    Invar wasted no time. He hacked his way through writhing rats and clambered out of the fountain. Staggering and dizzy, he watched as the man leapt down into the alley and held up a lantern. He beckoned Invar to follow him and then scurried off down a narrow side street. Invar could keep up but he knew it was his only chance at survival.  He ended up at what looked like a dead end, a wall of mossy decaying brick and his heart sank.  But the man was there, stranding next to an open storm drain.  
 
    "No time for introductions. Down we go. Trust me I know a safe place." 
 
    Invar looked at the open drain and shook his head.  
 
    "I can't fit in there, friend." 
 
    The man pointed at Invar's bulky armour.  
 
    "Then get rid of some of that tin! It won't save you now and all it's doing is slowing you down. We can come back for it later during daylight." 
 
    Invar was reluctant to remove his armour further. He had taken off one gauntlet to bless the fountain and ended up with filthy Sorrow teeth sinking into his flesh. But he knew he was slow and heavy with it. He tugged at a few hidden latches and the breastplate clunked to the cobbles. His pauldrons next. Lighter and more mobile, but still with a shirt of mail, he glanced behind them down the alley. All he could hear was furious screeching and hissing as the vermin composed themselves.  
 
    The man held up the lantern and Invar saw his face was now that of a craggy old man. Bulbous nose, straggly hair and chin beard, wrinkles ingrained with dirt. The man gestured with the lantern down the drain.  
 
    "Leap of faith?" 
 
    Invar nodded and followed the man down into the dark. His savior reached up and drew the heavy cover back over the storm drain as they descended, covering their tracks for now.  With no time for thought, Invar followed the man down a warren of cramped and disgusting passages. He advanced ankle deep in putrid water with strings of slimy moss slipping across his face. Invar's ears strained for the sound of white rats in pursuit. He was half deaf and half blind from the incendiary globes that his savior had thrown as well as the blood loss. He just did his best to follow the bobbing lantern in front.  The man saw he was lagging behind and stopped. He raised the lantern to his craggy ugly face and gave a snaggle-toothed grin.  
 
    "Sire! This way. Follow me!" 
 
    Invar gritted his teeth and caught up. He was breathing hard. A lesser man without Invar's battle experience and the angelic power within him would have collapsed. The raggedy man turned to him again with his jovial smile.  
 
    "You have come visiting Crowburgh at a most unfortunate time, my Lord." 
 
    Invar grunted.  
 
    "Enough with the Lord, nonsense. Name is Invar." 
 
    The raggedy man gave him a little bow of the head.  
 
    "Whatever you say Lord Invar. I'm Middigan, Middigan Smythe. We can be as informal as you like from here on in, but I know a lord when I see one. That armour you're wearing costs more than my life's work." 
 
    They came to a crossroads in the tunnel system. Middigan narrowed his eyes and sniffed the air. Then he shot of to the left at a surprising rate. Invar followed, his face sweating.  
 
    "Didn't seem to quite do the trick though, did it?" 
 
    The little man in front's shoulders bobbed up and down.  
 
    "Ah, well these here aren't normal vermin, so to speak. And you're talking to Crowburgh's foremost authority on the subject." 
 
    Invar raised a bushy brow.  
 
    "I am? So what is your life's work, stranger? You seem to know your way around those incendiary devices." 
 
    Middigan nodded and gave a little cackle.  
 
    "They don't much like light and they don't much like fire. Not found anything else they're bothered by. And I'm a rat catcher. Best in town." 
 
    Invar's eyes rolled upwards and he thanked Angall for his famous sense of humor.  
 
    "Well aren't I just the lucky one, stumbling onto such an expert as my first local. If they don't like light, then why are we creeping around in the dark? Seems to be inviting trouble a little." 
 
    Middigan shook his head and darted up a long sloping branch of the tunnels. Invar struggled to keep up. His mail was weighting heavy on him and his arm still dripped blood.  
 
    "No one knows the tunnels and passages of Crowburgh like I do. I can take us safe routes these beasts haven't discovered yet. They seem to operate the same runs all the time so far. Following the urine and scent trails, if you'll pardon my language sire?" 
 
    Invar forced a tight lipped smile, but his head was still spinning.  
 
    "Oh I've no airs and graces when it comes to language, Middigan. Besides, you saved my old arse back there. You can say what you like in my book." 
 
    Middigan stopped in his tracks and peered at Invar's wounded arm.  
 
    "You're hurt sir. Let me take a look." 
 
    Invar drew his arm back and dismissed him.  
 
    "No. No it's fine. I'm a map of bloody scars, this will just be another for the collection." 
 
    The rat catcher chewed his straggly moustache and shook his head. He looked concerned.  
 
    "It's not just that, lord Invar. Been hunting vermin down in this sewer for more years than I can remember. But not like these. You don't need to be a scholar to see that these things aren't natural. They're unclean, and not in the way I am or a normal rat is. They're unclean of soul. I don't know how to say what caused them sire, without sounding like an imbicile, that is." 
 
    Invar could see the man struggling with words he knew should sound ridiculous but no longer did.  
 
    "They're infected with the Sorrow.” 
 
    Middigan's narrow shoulders sagged with relief.  
 
    "Yes. That's it. I know that sound like some absurd children's story come to life. I know a grown man shouldn't be talking this way. But I got no other explanation, my Lord. It's real, the old story." 
 
    They turned another corner and the brick tunnel continued sloping upwards. Invar could feel a light breeze and was able to take more air into his lungs.  
 
    "You owe me no explanation, Middigan. I know that the old stories are true. Been fighting the Sorrow in one way or another my whole life." 
 
    The little man turned again. He raised his lantern to face level and his expressed was vexed.  Invar put a hand on Middigan's arm and squeezed.  
 
    "What you did there, with those beasts that attacked. I saw. You were born different. It's more than being a rat catcher sets you apart, Middigan Smythe." 
 
    The old rat catcher blushed and could not meet Invar's eyes. He seemed ashamed.  
 
    "You can tell, sire? Most folks can't see me for who I am. I learned to live in good disguise." 
 
    Invar offered a little smile.  
 
    "Like can sense like. The Magus Heart can take on almost infinite variety in its expression. Some races born with it and can travel with their minds. Some can make ice or fire. Others can warp their flesh into other shapes. We're all as different as can be. But we all share one thing. A light inside that shines bright. And it often shines in the presence of others." 
 
    Middigan tried to turn away in shame. 
 
    "I do my part in town. I provide an honest service. And if my eldritch nature helps with that job, then so be it. It puts coin in my pocket and keeps good folks homes clean of vermin." 
 
    The old paladin held him fast. He fixed him in the eye. 
 
    "Middigan Smythe, famed rat catcher. Where I come from, there are far stranger things than you stalking the halls. You would be regarded by those I bide with as a thing of grace and beauty. You need not hide your true nature around me." 
 
    The squat little man looked humbled.  
 
    "Why, those are terms that I will admit have never been applied to me, not anyone in my family. A blessing on you sir." 
 
    Invar slapped him on the shoulder and tried to straighten up in the cramped tunnel.  
 
    They moved on until they reached another crossroads. Middigan gestured left.  
 
    "It's this way." 
 
    Middigan glanced own at Invar's arm with a concerned expression.  
 
    “About your wound." 
 
    Invar flexed the fingers and felt pins and needles in them. The entire arm now felt hot and inflamed. He grimaced.  
 
    "Aye what about it?" 
 
    Middigan tried to keep his voice light but his worry was clear.  
 
    "I can smell infection on folks. And I have seen the results of those bites before. People don't make it through the night. Can't often walk after a few minutes. But you're still on your feet. And I can smell something different on your skin. Something cleaning the wound. How come?" 
 
    Invar felt his sliver of angelic spirit battling against the toxin he now knew was within him.  
 
    "It's Angall's Light. It works hard against poison. Let's just hope it works against this." 
 
    Middigan nodded and carried on.  
 
    "I hope so sire. Cos' the alternative ain't pretty." 
 
    "Not much about my life is." 
 
    "It's up this way. It's where the last of us have taken to hiding." 
 
    Invar looked up the sloping tunnel and saw a heavy iron studded door.  
 
    "How many?" 
 
    "Must be forty or fifty folks. Lords and beggars alike, we're all in the same mire now." 
 
    Invar had come here to Crowburgh to find the lost page of the Libram.  Now he also had souls to save. He gritted his teeth and tried to ignore the pain.  
 
    "If I can lead you all out of here, or the Sorrow away from you, I will Middigan. I promise you that." 
 
    They arrived at the door and Middigan rapped on it three times.  
 
    "Aye, sire. I don't doubt it. But right now all we look ahead to is making it through each night without being taken by those things.  
 
    The iron door opened and a wiry nervous woman in a headscarf ushered them inside. She stole a quick glance down the passageway and then secured the door with a deadbolt.  
 
    Invar observed the room and saw that they must be in the lower levels of some kind of guard tower. He stood in a wide round room with thick stone walls. No windows and he had the sense still below ground. The space was lit with thick cathedral candles and the floor was strewn with reeds. The guard tower was full of people. Some injured and bandaged, sitting with their backs to the walls. Others lining up for a bowl of soup from a pot, dished out by a harassed fat man with red moustache. A few tired town watchmen huddled around a small table playing cards and smoking pipes. When Invar walked in they eyed him and shifted in their seats with a rattle of mail. A couple of them rested their hands on the hilts of their shortswords. The guard tower stank of too many people, of sweat and fear. Everyone looked strained and exhausted.  
 
    Invar scanned the townsfolk and shook his head.  
 
    "Is this all that are left?" 
 
    Middigan chewed his lip and shrugged.  
 
    "It's all we could find and gather in one place. Whole lot of other folks, their houses are just...empty. They can't be found anywhere. Folks think the creatures took 'em. Dragged them down below to the deepest sewers. It's an old city, Sire. Our foundations start deep. I know my way around under the streets, so I helped get as many here as I could. But even I ain't been to the deep warrens." 
 
    A gangly man with a beaky nose and wild grey hair walked across. He wore a tattered red cloak trimmed with fur. Beside him what looked like two bodyguards and some kind of scribe holding a tablet and a quill pen.  
 
    He offered Invar a practiced smile as he approached.  
 
    "I see our resident vermin hunter brought in another stray." 
 
    The scribe coughed a sycophantic laugh but Invar failed to see the funny side of being called vermin. The man extended his long hand.  
 
    "I'm Michael Torse, mayor of Crowburgh. Such as is left of it. Our hospitality is better than this. But welcome." 
 
    Invar stared at the mayor's hand for a moment and then gave it a terse squeeze which made the man wince.  
 
    "Invar Ironbound. Pleased to make your acquaintance." 
 
    The mayor gave a faux embarrassed expression and gestured around him at the filth.  
 
    "As you can see, our fair city is having a spot of trouble. All assistance is most welcome. But I see that you require some help yourself?" 
 
    Invar's arm had stopped bleeding, but the skin felt like it was on fire. He clasped his fingers and his grip felt as weak as a baby's.  
 
    "It's fine. The light will do its work." 
 
    The mayor raised his eyebrows and spoke.  
 
    "A devout of Angall? We have a fine little temple to the Lord of Illumination here close to the mayoral office. There are a few worshippers of Angall here, as well as the other great temples. We are an open, cosmopolitan city. In better times I would give you a tour." 
 
    Invar cats him a glare and grunted.  
 
    “Actually Mayor Torse, getting to Angall’s temple here is exactly what I need to do. It is of upmost importance.” 
 
    Invar walked over to a study wooden chair and sat down, taking the strain off his exhausted legs. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. His thoughts swam and he felt nauseated. The mayor followed him across.  
 
    “It’s no accident that you are here, is it Lord Invar?” 
 
    Invar took a deep breath and tried to clear his head. He scanned the resources in the room. He saw a few bags of flour, a couple of barrels of what looked like beer, and a motley assortment of rusted swords in a pile.  
 
    "I see you have a few watchmen still with you. What do you have in the way of arms and trained men?" 
 
    Mayor Torse shrugged.  
 
    "We are a merchant city, we have watchmen and militia but we are not an army, not soldiers. We do not want war." 
 
    Invar limped across to the pile of swords and picked one up, testing it for balance. The handful of city watchmen eyed him. Invar turned to the mayor.  
 
    "Well war found you. A war for the whole world and our right to exist. So we're all soldiers now. Whether we like it or not." 
 
    Invar saw the ripple of fear spread through the survivors. Bakers, blacksmiths and greengrocers, not trained fighting men and women.  
 
    He felt his age. The cold water of the fountain had soaked through his leggings and boots and he was fighting not to shiver. His muscles ached with use and his stomach still lurched with nausea. But worst of all, he could barely move his injured arm. He looked at the puncture wounds and saw that the skin around them was turning black. A fine map of thread veins spread out from the wounds. His blood felt like boiling oil right up to his shoulder and he felt a fever starting.  
 
    That was not the true battle though. Invar could feel a spiritual war within him. The rogue sliver of angel that dwelled in his Magus Heart was fighting against the rushing poison of the Sorrow. Invar was infected with Mournefever. He knew it as soon as he was bitten.  He had seen it before and he knew the outcome. If it spread, then the consciousness of the Sorrow would take him over and he would become its rotting servant for a time, until his body broke down to nothing from the poison. A possessed husk to be used for evil then discarded.  
 
    Invar said a quiet prayer under his breath and hoped that his strength lasted until he cleansed the filth from Crowburgh and got these survivors to safety.  
 
    He hoped his magic was strong enough to last just a little longer.  
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    The aspirants stood just inside the Torrent. They felt the change in the air the instant they stepped inside. It was cold, and musty and very old. Like opening a coffin and taking in a lungful. Alfred turned around the way he had come and watched in growing horror as the doorway his blessing had created began to close. He saw the face of Malkolm Bluheart staring at him with fear and compassion. Alfred just had time to see the old monk raise a hand to wave before the doorway closed. Next to it the other aspirant's portals sealing shut. The thin slivers of daylight spilled in to land upon a floor of broken stones and grey dust.  
 
    Alfred called out.  
 
    "Gather in close. Grab each other's robes. Try to calm the fear and gather your blessings in your chest. It's about to get very dark in here." 
 
    Alfred stared at the last portal as it diminished to a single thin line of light. He wanted to reach out and jam it somehow, but before he knew it the seal shut tight.  
 
    The darkness around them was complete and endless.  
 
    Alfred's ears strained out into the dark. He could hear his fellow aspirants huddling close. He felt shaking hands grasp his robes and squeeze tight. Alfred took a deep breath of crypt air and gathered Angall's Whisper behind his breastbone. It kindled and warmed like a little candle in his heart. It made him even more aware that the temperature was dropping by the moment. His extremities tingling with a chill wind that whispered across the crunchy floor. He spoke, not daring to raise his voice.  
 
    "Are we all here?" 
 
    To his left a bubble of holy light bloomed. It was warm and the colour of honey. At its centre was Deena. She was smiling but Alfred could see the fear in her eyes.  
 
    "In this light you're almost handsome, Durnling." 
 
    Alfred blushed despite his predicament. He gave her a tight-lipped smile.  
 
    "In this light you're almost pleasant to be around." 
 
    Deena narrowed her eyes but her wry smile remained. Alfred looked over her shoulder. 
 
    "Everyone here and safe?" 
 
    He saw that behind Deena another sphere of light had bloomed. Within it huddled Sebastian, Farah, Dunc, Peyter and Manzak. Farah's light also bloomed but too, ignited by her terror. Dunc placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    "Easy Farah. We don't want any one of us to burn through our blessing too fast. Remember the training room with that monster." 
 
    Deena gave him a nudge in the ribs with her elbow. She hissed back to him.  
 
    "That monster is a Karkaren and my friend. Watch your mouth." 
 
    Dunc gave her a diplomatic nod and a smile. 
 
    "I'm sorry Deena. But you have to admit he's pretty frightening." 
 
    Deena remembered her first meeting with Cyrus Blackweather. She was trussed up hostage aboard one of the king's frigates. The Karkaren had burst in and torn a man in two right in front of her. Never in a million years did she imagine that they would become fast friends.  
 
    "Aye, fair enough Dunc. But I wish him here with us now, fighting our corner." 
 
    They all murmured in agreement.  Alfred gathered his meagre magic and a sphere of honey light expanded around him. It merged with Deena's and increased in brightness, yet Alfred felt it took less effort to maintain, the burden halved.  
 
    "We will take it in turns. Keep your blessings ready and held within, but don't release until another of us tires. We can't risk being in the dark for even a second in here." 
 
    Alfred watched as Farah took a few deep breaths, aided by Dunc holding her hand. Her light faded until it was visible, just the trace of a halo around her. Alfred took another deep breath and opened his mouth. As his cheeks became translucent pink, the glowing mote of light drifted from his throat and hung in the air like an obedient firefly. He turned to his companions.  
 
    "So far, like attracts like, no? We all feel our blessings drawn to each other when we stand close. So I believe if there are servants of Angall buried deep somewhere in this place, then they will attract holy light. As father Latherus told us. I have faith that it will lead us where we need to go." 
 
    Deena gave Alfred a curious look, almost of grudged admiration. When he noticed it, her half smile fell and she gestured him on. 
 
    "Lead on then, great general." 
 
    When they had all settled and begun to feel the symbiosis from their shared blessing, Alfred took stock of their surroundings.  He could only see about eight feet in all directions. After that it was black as the sky on a moonless night. The light from their blessings was strange. It was finite. Rather than losing visibility as their gaze got further from the blessing, the power of the light stopped at the fringe of their sphere, and beyond it was a void.  
 
    From what Alfred could make out, the ruins of a city.  
 
    Thick pillars lay cracked and collapsed across a road of broken flagstones. Black grass grew between the spiderweb of cracks in the road. Inky vines wrapped a chunk of pillar like a constricting creature. Fine motes of dark ash peppered the air, gathering in drifts and coating statues. The sections of buildings visible all ruins, but had once been grand. The size of the stones that made up collapsed walls alone spoke of an empire of power and scope. It was beyond anything Alfred had ever seen in the crumbling chaos of Old Vassonia's streets. He could see only small sections at a time by the limits of the light, but he sensed that this place reached high and wide around them. The little mote of light bobbed in front of them at the edge of the broken thoroughfare. Alfred glanced at Deena. 
 
    "Well, there's a road. Any suggestions other than follow it?" 
 
    Deena shook her head.  
 
    "You are right, Alfred. We have to trust that our blessings given to us with purpose. They will lead us to the source of any light that is in this gloomy place. They will lead us to the burial site of the messengers." 
 
    The group murmured in agreement. As a single loose unit the aspirants moved forward on the ruined road. More dilapidated buildings came into view as they proceeded. Huge square structures that Alfred imagined could only have been temples and palaces. Their walls breached and crumbling. The same black vines wrapped around them, as if trying to drag them down into the earth.  
 
    The explosion of silence all around them made the aspirants aware of their breathing, their heartbeats, and the crunch of their footsteps. Their eyes rolled in all directions as they became aware of the scale of the city. The moved forward, a few tiny linked bubbles of warm light in a world of pitch black.  
 
    Manzak narrowed his dark eyes. The gold rings in his brow glittered.  
 
    "What was this place? What in light's name happened here?" 
 
    Alfred peered into a gloomy amphitheater as they passed. He felt a thousand eyes watching him from somewhere in the gloom.  
 
    "This is the centre of the Bleaks. This is what remains of the city that once stretched a hundred miles. Its people are trapped within those brecanstanes. I suppose that this is what war with the Sorrow looks like." 
 
    Sebastian's haughty voice came from behind them, a little too loud.  
 
    "How can something like this be lost? This looks like an empire than stood for a thousand years." 
 
    Farah gripped onto Dunc's robes. She could not disguise the fear in her voice.  
 
    "If the Sorrow can level a place like this to the ground, what can we do against it? It's still here after all this time, trying to choke the last life out of the walls." 
 
    Alfred extended his light to her, trying to calm her down.  
 
    "We're here to ensure it doesn't happen to us in our time. Don't let it overwhelm you. Just follow our blessing to wherever it takes us." 
 
    Alfred soon regretted that statement.  They began to see shapes in the gloom ahead. At first it made them stop in their tracks with a jolt. Not one of them dared to breath.  
 
    Alfred stood there, staring at the silhouettes of an army before them. For a moment he thought they had misjudged their endeavor. He feared that somehow the king's Witchfinders had broken in here before them and waited in ambush.  The figures stood motionless in various positions at the fringes of the light. Some crouched with hands held aloft, other very straight with hands held out in front.  Deena drew the sword Cyrus had gifted her with a metallic whisper.  
 
    "Step forward scum, and feel the burn of god's light!" 
 
    Alfred put out a hand to rest on her blade. 
 
    "Wait. Deena wait, it's not..." 
 
    Alfred edged forward and it became clear that these figures were not Witchfinders waiting for them in the dark. Not living things at all.  
 
    "What are they?" Farah spoke up in a terrified voice. 
 
    They walked past the first huddled group of figures, skirting them. Alfred studied one as they drew close. It was an adult male, crouched to one knee with hands raised as if fending off an attacker. Yet none of its features visible. It was the shape and size of a human man, but it was encrusted in a thick layer of ash and gravel. The face was smooth except for three shallow indentations. Two craters where eyes would be. One where a screaming mouth once howled.  
 
    "It's the people. It's the people who once lived here. This is what remains." 
 
    Deena screwed up her face at the figures as they gingerly weaved between them.  
 
    "That's not possible. What could do this to living people? It's as if they died in mid scream." 
 
    Alfred recalled the words of his priestly companions as they journeyed to Ironghast through the Bleaks.  
 
    "My master told me that the fighting was so fierce here, that the gods called down fire from the sky. Storm giants raining destruction on the entire city, in an attempt to eradicate the Sorrow." 
 
    Sebastian snorted behind Alfred. 
 
    "Shut it, Durnling. No fire burns enough that it can turn a man to ash while he still screams his last words." 
 
    Alfred eyed a cluster of petrified figures as they edged past.  
 
    "No fire that we possess." 
 
    As they passed, the big-boned aspirant Peyter reached out a tentative hand and touched one of the figures on its forehead. He frowned and prodded. With a sharp crack the thin outer shell broke and crumbled to dust. Beneath was a human face frozen in horror. It was long dead, with pale fish eyes and grey skin, but a man. Peyter jumped back and let out a small squeal despite his size.  
 
    Moments after it was exposed to the air, the mummified skin began to blacken and crack. Then it crumbled off like sand until there was nothing left and it all collapsed in on itself.  
 
    Deena cast Peyter a disapproving glare.  
 
    "Just couldn't resist touching, eh Peyter?" 
 
    The big lad looked to his feet to hide his fear.  
 
    "I wanted to see." 
 
    Manzak gave him a nudge with his shoulder and a reassuring wink.  
 
    "Now try unseeing it, eh, big lad? Come on, stay in formation." 
 
    The aspirants moved on down the road. They weaved between the petrified citizens of grey ash, frozen in their death throes. As they advanced, the human shapes became more frequent, clogging the roads and buildings. Deena shook her head in pity. 
 
    "So many of them. So many people all afraid and dying together. Whole families." 
 
    Alfred glanced at her and saw her haunted eyes.  
 
    "The Sorrow came to where you live? That's why you left your home?" 
 
    Deena nodded with tight jaw. She struggled for a moment to find the words.  
 
    "My village unearthed something from the old war. They didn't know. They thought it brought us good luck and fortune. Until it hatched. What was born from it killed every man woman and child I grew up with. And the king's men, they let it happen. All so they could get hold of the dark magic we had unleashed. That's when I knew we’d have to fight for ourselves. That we wouldn't get one bit of protection from our betters." 
 
    Alfred wanted to reach out and hold her, but the others watched and he was sure she would punch him if he did. Besides, the blessing was bonding them, the shared light and warmth of Angall.  
 
    They continued to negotiate the rubble strewn roads of the city. Sometimes forced to detour when the fallen masonry became too much of an obstacle. They skirted down alleyways and across open courtyards. Always fearful of leaving themselves vulnerable and exposed, though they did not know to what.  
 
    The darkness and silence was oppressive and unsettling. They began to imagine their own nightmares taking form just outside the pools of light that held around them. Fragile light held up only by faith.  
 
    Soon they entered a broad thoroughfare with edges lost in darkness outside their little bubbles of light. The little guiding mote was urging them ever forward. The road was so congested with ashen bodies that they could barely move between them without brushing against the remains.  
 
    It was clear that Peyter had no desire to repeat his experiment, and he crept between the cadavers with his shoulders hunched and eyes half closed. Farah was muttering a prayer under her breath between sobs as she crept between the broken legs of the dead. Deena had kept her sword drawn and was walking but her eyes shifted from side to side for danger.  
 
    Although Alfred had found courage he never knew he possessed, he was still struggling against panic. There was no scenario he had ever imagined when he was a trainee priest back in Old Vassonia that was like this. Creeping through a deserted city in utter darkness, through an upright graveyard saturated with black magic. It went against the grain of his every coward's instinct of self-preservation.  
 
    Yet Alfred also knew that now locked inside the Torrent, the only way out was forward. If his blessing did not lead him to the resting place of the ancient angels he sought, Alfred knew that none of them would get out of that city alive. He would never see sunlight or breathe clean air. They would die of starvation or thirst, or despair. That is, if whatever lurked in the ancient dark did not get to them first to feast on their weakened bodies.  
 
    With a creeping dread Alfred saw that the road in front of them was blocked. Closed off by a throng of bodies that had died clambering over each other to reach some unknown safety that they never found. The tangled arms and legs wound around each other. A jagged fence of raised arms presented a natural border. With growing nausea, Alfred drew his short sword.  
 
    The mote of light bobbed forward insistently.  
 
    "It's leading us this way. We have to cut our way through." 
 
    Alfred heard the groans of disgust and fear behind him. All except Deena, who strode forward and drove her sword deep into the knotted line of bodies. She twisted and turned the blade, releasing a cloud of ash and bone dust. Then she slashed wide and barged with her shoulder. A six foot hole crumbled in the barrier of limbs, with some corpses falling in half to leave a single legged mutant still standing.  
 
    Alfred looked at her in amazement. Deena shrugged. 
 
    "If it needs done it needs done. I don't want to be in here any longer than I have to be. None of us do." 
 
    Alfred nodded and cleared away the rough edges of petrified bone that jutted from the corners of the gap Deena had created. Stealing their courage, the aspirants walked through.  
 
    What lay on the other side was something Alfred knew he would see, but it did not fill him with confidence.  
 
    Ahead was a wide stone stairway leading down into the earth. The mote of holy light floated above it, and then drifted down into the greater dark. Alfred felt his courage waver but he held his face neutral.  
 
    "We knew they weren't going to be buried on a sun terrace. So we follow where it leads us. Besides, how much more dark can it get?" 
 
    Not one of them wanted the answer to that question, and several of them resented Alfred for even asking it.  Alfred felt the wrestling of fear and faith within him. It churned and fought with no clear winner. So he just followed the light. As he took the first step down into the earth, he whispered under his breath.  
 
    "Lord Angall. We have spoken for many years, in a variety of situation on a number of subjects. I have been in many pickles and predicaments over the years, and asked you for help. Now I'm asking you for more. I'm asking you to help all of us. We're not soldiers, or generals, or leaders. None of us even know why we were chosen. But here we are, following what little light you gave us into the dark. Could you not have given us a dragon, or an army of giants, or the power of lightning, for something like this? It feels a little bit like a torch that guides us to our doom." 
 
    Deena tapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    "Alfred who are you mumbling to?" 
 
    Alfred swallowed hard as they descended the steep steps deeper into the dark. He shook his head and reined in his fear.  
 
    "No one who is listening." 
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    The aspirants prepared to descend down the dark stairwell into the foundations of the city. Peyter called from the back of the group.  
 
    "Wait. Stop. This one is moving." 
 
    Alfred stopped in his tracks and froze. He glanced at Deena and saw she was staring back at him with the same worried expression. Alfred and the other spirants turned to see Peyter at the back of the group, bent over one of the petrified citizens with a curious expression on his flat face. Alfred took a few steps towards him with his sword gripped tight.  
 
    He swallowed hard and cleared his throat before gathering the courage to speak.  
 
    "What did you say, Peyter?" 
 
    The gangly youth looked up at Alfred with a frown.  
 
    "When I walked past this one, I swear I saw it twitch. And its skin ripples." 
 
    Deena tutted at him and stomped close. 
 
    "We're frightened enough Peyter, without you spooking us. That's not skin, it's a layer of ash and grit that's solidified over a corpse. It's a poor soul that died during the war in a heat we can't even imagine. He hasn't moved in a thousand years, he's not going to move for you." 
 
    Alfred pointed his sword at the crouched figure.  
 
    "He's right Deena, something is moving. Look." 
 
    Deena stopped with mouth open as she was about to continue and stared at the figure. She focused and intensified the sphere of pale light around her. Alfred rubbed his eyes and did the same. Together they edged closer to Peyter, whose own light was now twitching on and off. It caused their motions to appear stark and jerky.  
 
    Alfred turned his head and spoke over his shoulder to the others.  
 
    "Dunc, release your blessing a little and the three of you stay within the light while we look at this, ok?" 
 
    Dunc lit up at the top of the steps, the light blossoming around him in a bubble. Farah and Manzak stepped into it and stayed tight. Dunc gave Alfred a quick wave. 
 
    "Don't stray too far Alfred. We should stay in arm's length of each other." 
 
    Alfred nodded in acknowledgment but his head was craned forward and he was captivated by what he was seeing.  
 
    "Deena, can you see that? Is Peyter right? Our blessing makes everything look strange and distorted." 
 
    Deena flared her blessing bright and merged with Alfred. Despite his fear he felt the emotional warmth of that shared magic tickle his heart. Her voice was icy though.  
 
    "If that big idiot would get control of his blessing and stop with the miniature lightning storm, I'd be able to see a lot better!" 
 
    Peyter was smiling in understanding now. His big face flickered in the light of his wayward blessing.  
 
    "Oh, it's the grass." 
 
    Alfred stopped close and peered down at the corpse. Then he saw it. 
 
    "He's right Deena. It's not the corpse that's moving on its own. Look." 
 
    Alfred watched as the black grass wound up from the dead earth and wrapped itself around every inch of the crouched citizen. It snaked across his limbs and rippled across his face. It burrowed into the layer of encrusted ash that covered the figure and drove itself into the ancient skin. A piece of crust fell away from the corpse to reveal one half of its face. A pale dead eye stared upwards and a knot of grey rotted sinews exposed beneath the jaw. The black grass forced its way beneath the eyelid and into the brain.  
 
    Alfred watched in fascinated horror at the sudden abundance of life in a place so dead.  
 
    He gestured with his sword.  
 
    "Peyter step back from it. It's not safe." 
 
    Peyter was like a child hypnotized by a twirling talisman. He spoke in an amazed whisper.  
 
    "It's hope, Alfred. That the soil could sustain life in a place like this. A grey ruin filled with ash. And yet plants can bloom. It's hope that the Sorrow cannot extinguish all life in this world." 
 
    In that moment Alfred could see the horrible trick of the Sorrow. It took the familiar and warped it into something corrupt and deadly. It was parody of the beauty of life.  
 
    "Peyter, whatever is making that grow, it's not sunlight and water. I don't think this is good." 
 
    Deena closed in with her heavy sword pointed out at the burgeoning black tendrils.  
 
    "Remember Master Bluheart told us that even after all this time the seed of the Sorrow could survive in this place. Even after the burning. They sealed it up because they might have scorched the earth, but they didn't get to destroy all the roots. It wasn't dead. It was just lying dormant." 
 
    Alfred looked around him at the edges of the circle of light.  
 
    "And now we've disturbed it." 
 
    Peyter was till captivated. He reached out a tentative hand towards the exposed face of the long-dead man. 
 
    "He's been here a thousand years. The ash must have preserved him somehow, Alfred. I can still see the white hairs on his chin, and the veins beneath his eyes." 
 
    Alfred stepped in closer.  
 
    "Peyter get back. Come here, back into our light. We have to all do this together." 
 
    Peyter leaned in closer. 
 
    "It's all right Alf-" 
 
    Hundreds of black tendrils shot out from the corpse's mouth. In seconds they had wrapped themselves around Peyter's head. He tried to stagger back but the sticky matter he had mistaken for grass held fast. Alfred could see one desperate eye through the morass as Peyter fumbled for his sword.  
 
    Alfred shot forward and slashed at the thin worms of Sorrow. They bent but had an odd flexible quality and it was hard to cut through. Then Deena's heavier blade came down by Alfred's shoulder and the tendrils gave on one side. Peyter had a moment of freedom and movement. He twisted and gave Deena a grateful smile as he wrestled with his bonds on the other side. Then Alfred started back as a hundred more shot from the corpse's mouth and enveloped Peyter's head. The corpse breathed a dry lungful of air and stood up. It's arms grasped Peyter's shoulders and it drew in for what looked like a kiss. The cadaver's teeth clenched onto Peyter's lips and bit down, dragging a strip of rubbery flesh away with them. He screamed with his distorted mouth as Alfred hacked at the binding tendrils. Deena cut into the corpse itself, but it took a good few swings to get through the encrusted layer of burnt-on ash.  
 
    In moments the other aspirants at her side. Dunc and Manzak pulling Peyter's legs, trying to drag him away from the creature. Farah was hacking at the writhing tendrils that seemed to multiply by the second.  
 
    Deena managed to hack off one of the undead being's arms, but this allowed it to lurch forward and out of their grasp. It grabbed Peyter's collar and sank rotten teeth into his throat. The big lad gurgled and kicked but before any of them could stop it there was a fist sized hole in Peyter's neck.  
 
    He bucked and spasmed as dark blood gushed out. It sprayed Alfred and Deena in their faces and they were blinded for a moment. When Alfred opened his eyes again, Peyter's had rolled up into his head and his kicks lessened.  
 
    Alfred still tried to wrench the substance free of him with his sword, but it wrapped around the blade and started to make its way up to the hilt.  
 
    "Peyter!" 
 
    Alfred felt something whoosh over his head. A second later the head of the animated corpse fell at his knees. Its jaw still snapped open and shut. The black tendrils emanating from its mouth whipped and writhed on the ground. Alfred edged away from it in disgust.  
 
    He looked up and saw Manzak standing with his sword in his hand. Oily black liquid dripped from the blade. His jaw was set and his light burned bright around him. The young man's twisted braids fell free about his shoulders and the gold rings in his face glimmered. He looked every inch the savage skirmisher reputed to be. Hate burned in his dark eyes. Alfred turned from him as he heard Farah scream. He looked to the figure on the ground.  
 
    Peyter was dead. His body was twisted at a horrible angle, his face and throat torn and bloody. Alfred shouted out and punched the earth until his knuckles bled.  
 
    Manzak put a hand on his robes and pulled him up.  
 
    "Alfred, he's gone. We can't bury him and we can't stay here another moment." 
 
    Alfred looked into the swarthy nomad's hard eyes with a moment of defiance. But he knew Manzak spoke the truth. He turned and crouched down. Under his breath he whispered.  
 
    "I am sorry, brother. Lord Angall take your soul. Your body we must leave in this dreaded place. Forgive us." 
 
    Alfred was about to stand when he heard the sounds out in the dark all around them.  
 
    It was a slippery creaking that started quiet but soon became overwhelming. Alfred raised his sword straight up above his head.  
 
    "On me! Draw close." 
 
    Farah, Deena, Manzak, Dunc and Sebastian huddled in and stood back to back, their swords pointing out in all directions to face the danger. Alfred drew his blessing up in his chest. 
 
    "We need to see further. Work together. Send our blessings out as one. Extend the perimeter." 
 
    The aspirants tried to breathe deep and suppress their panic. One by one the strange communal warmth they shared flowed through them like warm treacle. It calmed them enough to share their gifts and in moments their bubbles of light had merged and started to expand.  
 
    The whipping and rustling out in the dark had become deafening now, a salacious whisper all around them. As the perimeter of holy light extended, the aspirants could see the black tendrils invading hundreds of corpses that scattered around them. It burrowed into their dead flesh like parasites, reactivating old nerves and hijacking muscles. It burrowed behind sightless eyes, turning the desiccated jelly to its purpose. The crusted ash broke away and the dead began to rise. They flexed atrophied muscles and worked dislocated jaws until hundreds of pale eyes turned towards the warm bodies in the light. The dried out sclera fizzed and burnt as the undead gazed upon the light and they turned away at the memory of pain.  
 
    Those closest to the aspirants began to crumble and smoke. Their skin blistered and they loped towards the cool darkness beyond. At the edges of the ever widening circle of light, Alfred saw something that made his stomach lurch.  
 
    The thicker black vines that had encircled walls as they walked through the city wrapped themselves around the huge mass of congealed bodies that they had cut through to get to the steps. It was doing something horrible to the dead flesh. Alfred pointed. 
 
    "Deena look! What is that?" 
 
    Deena joined at his side and looked out with her jaw wide.  
 
    The oily vines merged with and absorbing the mass of bodies. Individual corpses dissolving into one bloated and mutating form. Tendrils erupted from every mouth and eye socket. New limbs formed from old. Entire bodies became legs or appendages. The still forming behemoth shuddered as it hauled its bulk around to face the aspirants.  
 
    Deena put a firm hand on Alfred's shoulder.  
 
    "We cannot fight that. Alfred, we have to go. Now!" 
 
    Alfred felt the fatigue of their blessing fall over him. They had stretched their magic too far. At the perimeter of the circle of light, the shambling behemoth was affected by the holy power. It thrashed forward into the light and an assortment of tendrils lashed towards Alfred. The appendages whipped past his face and it woke him from exhaustion.  
 
    He held his sword up and shouted.  
 
    "Draw our light in, everyone. We need to conserve what we have. If it all goes out, we're dead. Deena, keep focused on your guiding light. Direct us. We need to get down those stairs." 
 
    Deena's eyes wide with fear and shock, but she nodded and took a deep breath. She focused and released the mote of light from her mouth. It drifted past them and hovered down the staircase.  
 
    The aspirants moved as a single unit, taking small steps back to back until on the top step. Against their every instinct, they drew their blessings close around them. It brought the perimeter of light no more than seven feet from them, but it gave them a shot at conserving energy.  
 
    Once at the bottom of the steps, Alfred turned his back on them and looked to the floating mote of holy light that drifted down the tunnel ahead. Dunc patted Alfred's shoulder and moved to the back of the group. 
 
    "I'll take rear guard. I can hear them coming down the stairs. I'll call out of I see them. Just focus on following that light." 
 
    Alfred nodded and the group moved down the tunnel. They could only see as far ahead as the blessing allowed. Behind them they could hear hundreds of dry feet shuffling down the tunnel. Behind that there was another sound. Something huge and heavy was dragging its weight after them. Alfred tried to calm his heart and focus on the tunnel ahead. It was made of ancient stone with an arched roof that dripped water. The walls bare of vines. Alfred gestured to Deena as they moved. 
 
    "No grass here. No black vines. Perhaps it can't grow here?" 
 
    Deena scanned the ground. 
 
    "That could mean we are close to something holy?" 
 
    Alfred nodded.  
 
    The tunnel bent at numerous angles along the way, and sloped down further into the cold earth. At times it sounded like the shambling horde of puppet corpses only a few feet behind them, no more than an arm's length. At others it sounded like a distant echo. Alfred cursed the city. Everything in the ruin was distorted and warped, even their senses. He was sweating but cold and he was shivering despite his woolen robes.  
 
    "Just keep going. We have to trust the light." 
 
    As they moved deeper into the earth, Alfred noticed that the sphere of holy light around the group was dimming. All becoming exhausted and they knew it. It would not be long before the light would flicker and die, leaving them isolated in the dark surrounded by nightmares. Small pieces of their living flesh would be nipped from them in the dark as if by deep-sea fish.  
 
    Alfred tried to shove these thoughts from his mind, keep his heart focused on the task ahead. But fear was starting to get the better of him. It didn't matter though. There was nowhere to turn back to. Deeper underground was the only way.  
 
    They arrived at an intersection in the tunnels and stopped. The light bobbed in front of them as if unsure which direction to take. Alfred glanced at Deena in panic.  
 
    "Come on Deena, what's it telling us?" 
 
    Deena furrowed her brow and concentrated.  
 
    "I don't know, I'm not in control of it!" 
 
    The shuffling and dragging sounds getting closer behind them. Then Alfred heard a noise from the tunnel to their left. He extended his blessing to illuminate the tunnel.  
 
    "There's more of them." 
 
    The aspirants watched in horror as another group of animated cadavers loped down the sloping left hand tunnel towards them. The ones at the back shoving the others forward, almost falling over each other to reach the warm bodies they could smell.  
 
    Alfred turned to the mote of hovering light and shouted. 
 
    "Come on you holy little bastard! Lead on!" 
 
    The light advanced down the tunnel ahead. Alfred scanned the right hand tunnel but it was silent and free of predators. But in the other two tunnels the grasping hands and writhing black tendrils almost in reach. Dunc slashed his sword and cut off a few wiggling feelers that dropped to the ground. He back off and yelled. 
 
    "They're here. They're on us!" 
 
    Farah broke off from the group. She rushed forward to stand in the right hand tunnel. Alfred tried to grab her but she was too fast. When she turned her face was a mask of sweating terror, but she offered him a smile. Her voice was shaky and manic.  
 
    "The light's moving too slow Alfred. They'll catch you. I'll draw them off down here. I'll find you all again, I'll double back somehow." 
 
    Alfred shook his head and reached out to her. Even as he did so the two hordes of undead convening at the intersection. Pale hands reached out for him, clawing at his robes and dragging him towards them. Alfred twisted and struggled, hacking at them with his sword but his feet slipped. Deena was at his back, pulling him towards her.  
 
    Farah screamed so loud that they all felt it shudder through them. Alfred looked up and saw that her blessing was lit up like the sun around her. The clasping hands of the cadavers drew back as their skin hissed. Farah's blessing was fizzling out, she was burning through her magic in moments.  
 
    She back off down the tunnel, screaming at the swarm all the way. Alfred tried to reach her but Deena pulled him back. In seconds cut off from her by the first wave of the swarm.  
 
    "Farah! Keep moving. Save your light, you're burning it too quick!" 
 
    Farah's eyes wild, gazing all around her for an escape, but there was only the long straight tunnel that seemed to be narrowing all around her.  
 
    "Go, will you!"  
 
    Alfred tried to slash at the swarm again but Deena dragged him back. 
 
    "She's made a choice, Alfred. Don't honor it by dying now. Come on, we have to go, the light is getting away from us." 
 
    Alfred watched the undead creatures advancing down the tunnel after Farah, giving them a few moments' time. Then he saw the huge bulbous amalgam of the dead drag itself down the other tunnel towards them. It was the shock he needed. Alfred scrambled to his feet and stumbled off down the tunnel after the others and the tiny mote of light.  
 
    The tunnel sloped ever downwards, turning left and then right. The sound of the swarm behind them echoes down the passage. It was impossible now to tell how close it was. They turned another corner and stopped dead in their tracks.  
 
    Alfred's hands shook as he stared at the wall in front of them. He spun around.  
 
    "We turn back." 
 
    Deena held him fast.  
 
    "There's no time, they're right on us, Alfred." 
 
    Manzak stepped up in front with Dunc by his side.  
 
    "We will keep them back. See if there is drain or a loose stone or something. Try to break our way through.  
 
    Alfred turned to the dead end and his eyes scanned the wall. Then he realized it wasn't a wall. It was a door. And it had writing on it. It was old writing in a language almost no one in the world now understood, but that Alfred could read as easily as his own name.  
 
    Spiraling patterns and inscriptions carved into the stonework. Salamander and phoenix emblazoned in faded bronze. In the centre was a bronze disc pitted with many holes and scored lines. Deena ran her hand across it.  
 
    "Alfred, is there a way through? What does it say?" 
 
    Alfred realized he was as afraid of the door ahead as he was of the swarm of undead behind.  
 
    "We're here. This it. This is the tomb." 
 
    The tiny mote of light Deena had cast floated for a moment in the air and then it drifted towards the bronze disc and burned itself into the very centre. It glowed there as if it was where it had always belonged. Alfred read over the symbols and text around the disc.  
 
    "Our blessings. Our Angall's Whisper. We have to direct them onto this. It's what opens the door." 
 
    Sebastian turned to them with a dismissive snort. Alfred could see the terror in his eyes despite his bravado.  
 
    "Our blessings are the only thing with a hope of keeping those monsters back. I'm damned if I'm turning mine into little more than a candle to offer to that door. The rest of you can do what you want." 
 
    Dunc looked down the tunnel. In the shadows at the edge of their combined light, the multitudes of possessed and mutated husks approaching. They could smell the rot before they could see them.  
 
    "He's right, Alfred. As soon as it goes dark, those things are on us." 
 
    Alfred looked to the bronze disc.  
 
    "It's a puzzle. A lock that uses holy light as the key. I think I can open it if I have a few moments." 
 
    Deena glanced behind them. The swarm was shambling around the corner and the behemoths dragging themselves close behind. Their tendrils snaked across the stone walls, searching for the scent of warm skin.  
 
    "I don't think we have more than that, Durnling. But we'll keep them back as long as we can." 
 
    Alfred looked deep into her eyes. He wanted to protect her. He did not want to die here in the dark. But there was no more room or time to be scared. He nodded and turned to the sealed door. In a few deep breaths he calmed his respiration and released the mote from his throat. It drifted forward and connected with the bronze plate, working its way into one of the grooves. Alfred had a good understanding of what this lock was.  
 
    It's a maze. 
 
    Using the light from Deena's blessing in the centre of the disc to see, Alfred focused on his own light. The glowing speck worked through the bronze spirals and alleyways. Alfred guided it with his mind, cursing each time he hit a dead end.  
 
    He heard Manzak's voice behind him.  
 
    "How much longer, Alfred? They're here!" 
 
    Alfred heard the slash of swords and the shouts of fear and anger.  
 
    "Nearly there." 
 
    With all his might Alfred blocked out the carnage around him. The stench of the swarm. The screams of rage and fear from his companions. He tried to become the peaceful little mote of light as it journeys through the bronze maze towards the centre. Towards Deena's light. Behind him, the creatures upon them. Deena, Manzak, Sebastian and Dunc fought with all their fading strength.  
 
    Their lights dimmed and the exhaustion descended on their limbs. Deena swung the big curved sword Cyrus had given her, taking off limbs and heads as they came close. But with each animated corpse that fell, another five scrambled over to grab at them. It was becoming darker in the tunnel as their magic depleted. The circle of protection around them was growing smaller.  
 
    Alfred focused hard as the mote negotiated the last of the maze and merged with Deena's in a burst of light and colour. He heard a satisfying clock and then a slow straining grate as the door began to slide open.  
 
    Alfred turned to his companions.  
 
    "It's open, we can-" 
 
    To his dismay he saw the light of the other aspirants flickering and dying. They fought but now the unnatural amalgam of fused bodies that was the behemoth had found them. It lurched forward with makeshift tentacles, black tendrils feeling their way along the walls. Alfred shouted. 
 
    "It's open. To me!"  
 
    The others back off, slashing their swords at anything that came their way. Deena was forced to duck as the behemoth's mutated limb hurtled through the air at her head. It crashed into the wall, dislodging some masonry in a cloud of dust. Manzak hacked at it but it thrashed backwards, knocking him from his feet. Sebastian had backed off close to the door. He yelled. 
 
    "Come on for Light's sake! Just run." 
 
    Deena staggered towards the door, stunned and confused. Dunc crouched and pulled Manzak to safety, who got to his feet and almost fell through the opening door. Dunc stood his ground, flailing his sword to keep the giant beast back. Alfred stepped towards him.  
 
    "Dunc this way. Hurry!" 
 
    Dunc turned his head and flicked his chin towards the door with a dark smile.  
 
    "Get through." 
 
    Alfred picked up his sword and made to assist Dunc but in that instant Dunc's legs dragged from under him. A wreath of black tendrils wrapped around his ankles and began to drag him into the morass of undead. Alfred shouted out. 
 
    "No! It's got him!" 
 
    Before any of them could move, Dunc was dragged further in and the corpses descended on him. One chewed at his cheek, another on the bones of his fingers. Dunc was stoic and tightened his jaw. With his last energy he closed his eyes and drew on the reserves of his blessing. As the tendrils closed around his face to drag him deeper in, Dunc locked eyes with Alfred. Then his blessing bloomed in a dazzling moment of light that burned the flesh of the Sorrow all around him. Alfred shielded his face. When he looked through his fingers Dunc was gone, lost in the swarm. But the creatures at the front line seared and blistered.  
 
    Deena grabbed Alfred's arm.  
 
    "He bought us a few moments. Come on. Come on!" 
 
    Alfred stared down the tunnel. His vision was blurred with tears and bedazzlement. The swarm was regrouping.  
 
    He got off his knees and backed through the doorway. On the other side he saw Deena pushing against a metal lever on the wall.  
 
    The door began to grind shut. Alfred, Manzak and Sebastian hacked at every rotting limb that reached through the diminishing crack. They saw the bulk of the first behemoth closing in on them, trying to block the door from closing.  
 
    Alfred's last sight before the stone slammed shut was Dunc's limp arm being dragged into a tangled army of undead.  
 
    Then the door closed, the sounds of the Sorrow muffled and distant through the barrier.  
 
    Alfred leaned his forehead against the thick slab of cold stone. He felt the thumping of the Sorrow on the other side like a monstrous heartbeat.  
 
    In that stolen moment of safety, his strength almost left him. Alfred felt his legs shake and his guts turn to water. Deena's light was at its lowest ebb and they could see the chamber they stood in. But they sensed it was huge.  
 
    Cold air washed over them, drying the fevered sweat on their foreheads. Alfred breathed out onto the stone door.  
 
    "It's just a matter of time before they get through." 
 
    Deena walked over and leaned her back against the wall. Then she sank to her knees in exhaustion.  
 
    "Yes. And we're almost out of light." 
 
    Alfred turned around and walked past Manzak and Sebastian. He stood at the edge of the fading light of their blessing and stared off out into the dark. He breathed in the cool breeze and tried to gage the shape of the vault.  
 
    "Well this is it. This is where the blessing led us. The writing on that door said that this was Angall's Hall." 
 
    Deena struggled to her feet and limped across the join the others.  
 
    "What else was written on the door?" 
 
    Alfred stood looking out into the gloom as the monsters slammed against the door behind him. He closed his eyes and with his last reserves he bloomed into a faint sphere of light. It cast a pale glow into the vault around them. The roof was high, lost in darkness. The floor was engraved with symbols and writing.  
 
    "It was a warning." 
 
    Manzak cast Alfred a sidelong glance. His dark brow rose. 
 
    "What did it warn against?" 
 
    Alfred breathed out a deep sigh. He felt like he had led them all into their own private tomb.  
 
    "It said don't come in." 
 
    Manzak gazed around them into the gloom with his sword readied.  
 
    "Anything else?" 
 
    Alfred raised his own sword. He considered his next words before he dared to say them.  
 
    "It said don't wake up what's in here." 
 
    Manzak stepped back to back with Alfred. Deena and Sebastian joined them. They stood looking out into the vast gloomy chamber with their swords up, breathing hard.  
 
    Deena spat blood on the floor and readied herself for battle one last time.  
 
    "Isn't that what we came in here to do? Isn't that what Bluheart and Invar and the old texts and all the rest assured us was the right thing to do?" 
 
    Alfred doubted all of it. He wondered if all the nonsense about destiny and blessings and hope was all a big cosmic joke. He wondered if he was just a freak trying to give meaning to his cursed strangeness.  
 
    "Something about Angall's Whisper. Something about it being a blessing and a curse. And about it making us a worse danger than the Sorrow. It says we would become destroyers of worlds. It said that a human heart communing with these angelic beings would be a weapon no one could control, too dangerous for anyone to hold. I might have read it wrong, I was a bit rushed with all the corpses and such." 
 
    Alfred, Deena, Manzak and Sebastian stood there back to back, leaning on each other for support. The warped swarm of the Sorrow pounded against the door outside. The masonry was beginning to crumble.  
 
    Alfred's magic was spent.  
 
    And he had nothing to show for it.  
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    The remaining aspirants stood in the final chamber. The air tasted old and still. The only reminder of the outside world was the deep insistent thumping of the Sorrow as it battered against the door.  
 
    Alfred, Deena, Manzak and Sebastian all fell to their knees exhausted on the floor. A pool of pale light spilled down on them like a private moon. A fine mist of dust drifted down within it as the masonry high above in the dark was shaken. Something moved in the shadows high above them but none of the aspirants could make it out.  
 
    At the end of it all. Entombed somewhere in the timeless dark.  
 
    They had no more strength and no more courage. Just four young people chosen by the gods for a trial no mere mortal was capable of.  Deena wiped tears from her filthy cheeks.  
 
    "He should be in here with us. He was a worthy as anyone could be." 
 
    Alfred tried not to think of Dunc's screams as the foul creatures dragged him down into the dark. Of the horrible sound of him being eaten. Deena's voice was quiet but it echoed out into the dark.  
 
    "He shouldn't have died down here in the dark, helpless and afraid." 
 
    Alfred reached out a hand towards her but stopped short and rested forward on his hands and knees.  
 
    "He's not in the dark any more Deena." 
 
    Manzak let himself fall back and lay there flat out on the cold stone, staring up into the pale light that seemed to have no source. Between the mighty thudding of the behemoth, the scrabbling of the dead could be heard on the stone outside. Hungry for the living light within the chamber.  
 
    "Why did the gods have to be quite so thorough?" 
 
    Only Sebastian remained on his feet. He was standing at the edge of the pool of pale light, staring off into the dark. It was impossible to tell how big the chamber was that they were trapped inside, but the echo alone made it feel huge. Sebastian's voice was clear and haughty as it always was.  
 
    "To weed out the unworthy, Manzak. It was always a test. To see who was strong enough to bear what comes afterwards. To see who is a true general in the fight against the Sorrow." 
 
    Manzak offered his infectious laugh despite their predicament.  
 
    "Ah yes, look at us Seb. Four noble generals ready to lead the armies of the Light to victory. I don't know about you bastards, but I'm having trouble standing up." 
 
    Sebastian turned and sneered at him, and then resumed his gaze out into the gloom.  
 
    "Well, I always wondered why you were gifted a blessing in the first place, if I'm honest, tinker-boy. It's a filthy home for an angel in that sullied flesh of yours." 
 
    Manzak thumbed his pierced nose at the tall blonde lad.  
 
    "Yet here we all are your skinny lordship." 
 
    Alfred pushed himself up onto his knees and forced his mind to start working. He tried to filter out the constant thumping of the behemoth on the door but it was like a timeless headache.  
 
    He stared out into the dark and asked the obvious question.  
 
    "Yes, but where is here?" 
 
    Deena frowned and looked around her. It was impossible to tell how vast the chamber was but they all sensed it went far beyond the pool of light where they sat.  
 
    "This is supposed to be it. The Tomb of the Messengers. But there's nothing here. It's a bleak and cold as every other part of this ghost city." 
 
    Alfred stood up. He had an ominous feeling.  
 
    "There's something in here with us. Watching us." 
 
    The other three stood up too. They huddled back to back as they had been taught and drew their short swords.  
 
    Not one of them called on their blessing or tried to use any magic whatsoever.  
 
    Yet at that moment the torches ignited high on the walls all around them. They revealed that the four youths stood in an enormous domed chamber with pillars that arched to a central point at the apex.  
 
    But that was not what took Alfred's breath away.  
 
    High above them floated entities of such alien geometry that his brain had trouble taking it in. Wheels moved within wheels. Wings of gold and crystal enveloped them. Myriad eyes peered in all directions. Wreathed in flames of all colours that danced. Blades and spears orbited around them. The entities triangular and spherical at once. Their forms writhed and twisted in ways that the eye could not follow. The entities at their core metallic, but with organs and veins that seemed grown from metal rather than forged. And within them golden lights pulsed like heartbeats. Each time they pulsed Alfred had to shield his eyes from the power of that light. He sensed that these metallic entities lived.  
 
    He also sensed that their true form was within, and impregnable to mortal eyes.  
 
    He recalled Invar telling him that these Archangels, the Burning Ones, could clothe themselves in the material of the world, these garments just a vehicle for beings of pure soul. Intact, complete, sentient souls. Invar and every other paladin that had ever lived had communed with just a fraction of one angelic soul. And those fractions were of the foot soldiers of the heavens.  
 
    True Archangels, the generals of Angall's armies. Power beyond anything that any paladin in history had ever witnessed.  
 
    The aspirants stared in wonder. Their minds could not come to terms with the geometry of these beings. But not one of them was in any doubt about what they were.  
 
    Alfred reached a hand up as if to caress one of the Archangels high above. He felt tears rise in his eyes at the sheer awe he felt. He glanced across and saw that Deena was the same. A humble servant of god seeing the divine for the first time. She met Alfred's eyes and shook her head in disbelief.  
 
    "They're impossible. They're not of this world. But they're so beautiful." 
 
    Alfred nodded in awe. He had conversed with Angall in his private prayers for years. These prayers had taken the form of casual conversations with the familiar. He had seen his Lord as just another man in form, wise and kingly. Something comforting and homely.  
 
    But these beings.  
 
    These entities from the dawn of time were as far from that as he could imagine. And now he was terrified. He was more terrified of these things than he was even of the army of rotting souls that battered on the door, hungering for their blood.  No other options now.  Alfred knew that they were trapped here in this deep lonely chamber, surrounded by Sorrow-infected corpses and eldritch abominations. They had no hope of fighting their way out.  
 
    The only option was to do what they set out to do. To commune with these being of fire and living metal. He turned to Deena.  
 
    "Deena, we must gather out blessing in ourselves, like Invar taught us. Hold it there and let it build." 
 
    Alfred turned to Manzak. "You too, Manzak, let your fire kindle." 
 
    Manzak took a deep breath and his eyes began to glow. All three of them felt the communal warmth as their motes of magic recognized each other and drew closer. All except Sebastian.  
 
    The tall boy had stepped away from the rest, his arms held up in rapture. His face was giddy with power and he smiled up at the revolving angels. He shouted to the others.  
 
    "The enemy is at our door, Alfred. We don't have time for this ritual. Just let your blessing go and let one of them choose you!" 
 
    Alfred reached out to Sebastian.  
 
    "Easy Seb. Invar told us how dangerous this was. We have to commune with each other. Find our quiet and approach them ." 
 
    Sebastian looked across and his face was a mask of haughty scorn. 
 
    "Alfred these are engines of war! They are the weapons that will turn the tide. Look what peace done for us. The Sorrow picked us all apart piece by piece. Now is a time for rage and the trade of war. And I will be its vessel." 
 
    Alfred begged the boy again. 
 
    "Sebastian please. Be careful. Commune with us and we will do this together." 
 
    Sebastian snorted his head to the ceiling. He held up his arms and his throat began to glow. Before anyone could stop him, the mote of Sebastian's magic had left his throat and drifted up in a graceful dance towards the ancient angels.  
 
    It blew on an invisible breeze past one. It almost touched another, and then it came to rest upon the living metallic skin of a third.  
 
    Alfred, Deena and Manzak watched in amazement as the engine of Light within the structure burned brighter. The wheels and machinations that served as its body ground faster and a low hum emanated from its core. Then a ball of slow moving fire emerged from within the structure. It drifted down to Sebastian and he held out his hands to receive it. The fire flowed over his skin but he did not burn. When it covered his body and enveloped his face, Sebastian just stood there, smiling and wide eyed in wonder.  
 
    "I can feel it! I can feel its mind flowing over me. It wants to know me." 
 
    Sebastian stood with his hands held high as the cool flames flickered across his body, investigating him.  
 
    Alfred stood in awe as the angelic being searched Sebastian for something.  
 
    And found him wanting.  
 
    Sebastian's expression changed.  
 
    He began to twitch and jerk within the flames as if he was being stung by ants. 
 
    "Wait. Wait, stop, this hurts. It's too hot, make it stop." 
 
    Sebastian had only a moment to look up and connect eyes with Alfred before the flames around him turned blue and then white. Sebastian had time to scream before he was vaporized and the flames extinguished. All that was left was a cloud of ash that settled to the ground.  
 
    It happened so fast that the others had time to register it. They just took a stunned step backwards and stared.  
 
    Deena held back the tears and tried to remain calm, but they all panicked inside.  
 
    It felt like forever before Alfred spoke.  
 
    "Alright. Alright what are we doing wrong? We did everything right to get here, we have the blessing inside us so Angall singled us out for this task. What are we doing wrong?" 
 
    Deena rubbed a hand across her cheeks and shook her head. 
 
    "We're not doing anything wrong. It's just time for judgement. Invar told us from the start that we don't choose our angel. Our angel chooses us. It will search our souls to decide if we are a worthy vessel to sacrifice itself to. If we have the right character to sustain the communion." 
 
    Manzak looked to the pile of smoldering ash on the floor. He stood there with his jaw open for some time before speaking.  
 
    "Well I guess that Sebastian got the answer to that question. But I should say, I'm no paragon of virtue. Done bad things in my life. Stolen and conned. Been drunk and cheated at cards. I've lied. So I can see myself as a pile of ash on the floor." 
 
    Alfred nodded and stared at the ash that was Sebastian.  
 
    "Run from responsibility all my life. Been a coward and vain and selfish. I avoided every fight I've ever come close to because I was afraid I would enjoy it. That I would enjoy the fire of it. And I'm a terrible priest." 
 
    Deena stepped forward. 
 
    "Been petulant and disobedient to people just trying to help me. Held hate in my heart for monsters that were not monsters. Lashed out with hurtful words and deeds at those who deserved it. All because I thought hitting before getting hit would keep me safe." 
 
    Alfred reached out and the three of them held hand in a small circle. They looked to each other, hearts beating.  
 
    Alfred nodded to the other two. 
 
    "I guess this is us having a little faith, then?" 
 
    Manzak gave his confident smile and winked, although Alfred could see the fear in him.  
 
    Deena just closed her eyes and nodded as if about to pray.  
 
    "Then this is as good a time as any to die. Better to be burned by Angall's Light than eaten alive by those things outside. Are we ready?" 
 
    The other two nodded and raised their heads to the ceiling.  
 
    As one they opened their mouths and their blessings released and drifted up towards the high dome.  
 
    The motes of Holy Light twirled and interlinked, dancing across the dome in an erratic but graceful pattern.  
 
    Each mote drifted past one of the entities, inducing a low thrum as it did. The three aspirants gazed up in terror and awe as their tiny blessing of magic settled onto the skin of one of the Messengers. Alfred watched his grow brighter and then sink into the metal skin as if it was a shooting star burning through armour. The entity's wings unveiled and revealed the Light beneath. Alfred was forced to shield his eyes. It was brighter than the summer sun. Then as expected, the ball of flame rolled down towards him. It took all Alfred's faith to stand still as the flame enveloped his hand, his arm and then his entire body. It felt refreshing and cool, not like fire at all.  
 
    But he knew he was being judged.  
 
    He glanced across and saw Deena and Manzak covered from head to toe in the same cold exploring fire. He was more scared for Deena than for himself, but he knew she was beyond any held he had to offer. They all were.  
 
    It felt like forever that the cool flame washed over them. Alfred waited for the sudden heat to ignite and for his bones to turn to dust before him.  
 
    But it never came.  
 
    Instead, the flickering fire retreated from his body and re-joined its master on the ceiling. The three aspirants left there, shivering and humbled.  
 
    Alfred looked across at Deena. 
 
    "What happens now?" 
 
    The words were out his mouth when a great roar of grating metal reverberated around the chamber. Three of the entities had opened their wings and each aspirant was lit in a golden spotlight on the floor.  
 
    Alfred looked up in terror as he gazed upon the true nature of the being within. His mind began to fall apart, unable to cope with witnessing something so far beyond his ability to comprehend. It was alive but unlike any life he knew.  
 
    Somewhere in the periphery of his mind he heard another crash from elsewhere in the chamber. Alfred glanced across and saw that the stone door had caved in a little. A hole of rubble had been smashed and the hungry dead crawling through like insects. The thick tendril of the behemoth was lashing about through the gap, its stinger scraping off the walls and floor. Deena shouted across to him.  
 
    "Alfred, the door! They are coming!" 
 
    Alfred tried to ignore the advancing army of warped dead. He put the screams of Dunc, Farah and Peyter into a small locked room in his brain. Instead he looked up again at the golden light shining down on him. The wings had opened further, like a terrifying flower. Within was brilliance so bright it blinded Alfred. He heard a voice in his head so loud he thought his skull would crack. 
 
    Alfred Sorrowhammer.  
 
    It was a name he had heard before, what others would know him as for the rest of his life. The voice knew this. But Alfred knew that despite the terrible feeling of invasion in his mind, this entity could not commune with him unless Alfred willed it. Or rather, until he invited it.  
 
    Alfred looking sidelong at the shambling horrors that crawling over each other to get through the gap in the door. Once men and women whose souls Alfred had seen trapped within the brecanstanes of the Bleaks. Now they mutated, their bodies just playthings for the infection of the Sorrow. The shambled towards him, drawn to the light of his soul.  
 
    There was nowhere to run and too many to fight.  So Alfred looked up and invited the ancient archangel into his soul.  
 
    As soon as he had the thought, a waterfall of white Light spilled own on him from the entity above. In his peripheral vision he could see the same thing was happening to Deena and Manzak. Alfred could not tell if it was boiling or freezing, but the feeling of the Light hitting his skin was the most intense sensation he could imagine. For a moment he lost all sense of himself and wondered if in fact he had been vaporized like Sebastian.  
 
    He opened his mouth to scream and felt the light pouring down his throat like ice water. It both filled him and consumed him. He felt the light saturating into every tiny particle of his being. It invaded him and violated his soul. It felt like each particle and fiber that made up Alfred was being wrenched apart, examined and put back together. It was the most exquisite agony in the universe.  
 
    Alfred was suddenly freed from his body and his pain. He floated in a pale netherworld, weightless and timeless.  
 
    After all the screaming and violence, the Sorrowful dead and the warped monsters, it was silent. In front of him was shape that seemed to be made of glass. It was multi-faceted and reflected his face back to him at a thousand different angles. A high pitched sound emanated from this structure that wavered and ululated, almost like singing.  Alfred sometimes heard the high whine form into awkward words but he could not make them out.  The glass structure turned on its axis, glittering in the pale nothingness.  
 
    Alfred spoke and his voice sounded loud in his head.  
 
    "Hello? Hello is anybody there? I'm Alfred. Can someone please reassure me that I'm not dead? Or even that if I am there's more to it than this?" 
 
    The glass structure stopped spinning. The high pitched whine crackled and became discordant for moment.  Then Alfred heard a voice. A voice as clear and sharp as cut diamond.  
 
    Alfred Sorrowhammer. 
 
    Alfred stopped short and swallowed. He was certain that the voice came from the structure in front of him.  
 
    "Yes. That's me. Well, the Alfred part is me." 
 
    The structure became discordant again and turned a little, reflecting a million stars into Alfred's eyes.  
 
    Alfred Sorrowhammer. Will you finish what you start? 
 
    Alfred did not know if this was what the archangel looked like, or if it had assumed some form his mind could cope better with. But in that moment he felt something he could not recall ever feeling in his short life.  
 
    Certainty.  
 
    Alfred knew that the only way forward was to commune with this being and become something more than he had always been. He knew that the Sorrow would never stop until it had swarmed over the world and consumed everything in its path. Alfred had a reason to fight for the world. But he also had a personal reason to fight. He could protect Deena with the strength in his heart but not the strength of his arm.  
 
    For that he needed the help of the gods. He peered at the strange crystalline structure and spoke.  
 
    "Come this far, haven't I? I didn't want this to be me. But I know now that I never had a choice. Been running from this my whole life. Running from a fight. But I want to fight. It's my responsibility.” 
 
    The entity adjusted its structure again, turning and morphing into another geometric shape.  
 
    I will sacrifice myself to you.  
 
    "But you are...you are blessed of Angall. Made by his hand. You are older than mountains. You cannot sacrifice your life for me." 
 
    The entity turned a few degrees.  
 
    Not for you. To you.  
 
    It was peaceful and silent in this netherworld but Alfred was aware that a horde of Sorrow was pouring into the chamber where he, Deena and Manzak stood. He felt far away from his body but for all he knew he was being eaten alive at that moment and all this was folly. He had to act now.  
 
    "If I say yes, can we defeat the Sorrow? I have had enough of death and loss." 
 
    The entity shimmered and adjusted its mathematical body.  
 
    I will forge your hammer and guide true. You will be Alfred Sorrowhammer.  
 
    Alfred swallowed. This being's mind was not like his. It existed only in absolutes, in simple terms of pure and impure. Alfred sensed that such absolutism could be dangerous. But he had come too far now to change his mind.  
 
    "Then yes. If you will have me, I will have you. And I will do my best to live up to my name." 
 
    As soon as the words left his mouth the entity began to disassemble. It separated into a billion diamonds and scattered like the stars in the void before him. The shining particles dissipated in a shower of beauty. For a moment Alfred felt the sudden absence of the being. He was alone in a grey universe.  
 
    Then he felt the Magus Heart inside him begin to glow. He was aware that the being was no more, and yet it had dissolved into countless pieces and now lived inside him, forever asleep and dreaming. 
 
    Alfred floated there for a few moments, unsure what was to happen next.  
 
    Then he was hauled back to his body in the chamber.  
 
    His eyes snapped open and he sat up with a start.  
 
    There was no time to think or hesitate. He glanced across and saw Deena and Manzak had also awoken. They sat up with the same urgency of purpose. All around them, the decayed and the warped circled. More than he could count, crawling and shambling on the very fringes of the pool of golden light where they stood.  
 
    A pool of light that was shrinking by the minute.  
 
    Alfred heard a crash at the far end of the chamber and saw to his horror that the behemoth had forced itself through the shattered doorway and was dragging its bulbous body towards them.  
 
    The three stood up and looked at each other. They looked different to one another now, something had changed. But talk could come later. Alfred looked up and saw the three eldritch constructs that had housed the Archangels now empty and devoid of light. But they were not still.  
 
    In fact, the three shells descended towards them in the circle. Within moments the strange metal exoskeleton had landed on the floor in front of him. Then in a terrifying series of twists and folds it reformed itself. The metal was like nothing Alfred had ever seen. It looked as solid as steel but somehow it flowed and rippled from one shape to another.  
 
    Within moments, Alfred stood looking at a man-shaped statue. It was bigger than him by far. At its feet something else was re-forging itself from the alien metal of the construct. Something Alfred began to recognize. It was a hammer.  
 
    A hammer of silver and blue twisting metal. The hammerhead was like a shard of glass. It was taller than he was and looked far heavier. Then the statue opened and he realized that it was not a statue at all. It was armour. But like no armour he had ever seen or imagined.  
 
    Glancing to his side he saw that two more huge suits of metal had forged themselves into existence from the eldritch metal. Deena and Manzak stood by them, wide eyed and immobile.  
 
    Then the time for thinking was over. The rotting corpses that stretched out for them could almost reach. Random tendrils writhed from their fingertips, like blind worms sensing nearby food. Three more of the mutated behemoths had hauled their grotesque forms into the chamber and inched closer on deformed limbs. Multiple mouths yawned to display row upon row of teeth.  
 
    It was as if the Sorrow could sense that these little pink creatures must be stopped at all costs. That the ancient power they had discovered was a threat to it.  
 
    Alfred was forced to duck as a series of slimy tendrils whipped through the air towards his face, missing by inches. The creatures around them numbered in the hundreds now. The stench of rotting meat in the chamber was overwhelming.  
 
    Alfred could see the teeth and claws snapping and slashing at him at the edge of the ever decreasing circle of light.  He shouted over to Deena.  
 
    "There's nothing else to do!" 
 
    Then Alfred held his breath and stepped inside the open suit of armour. It snapped shut behind him and began to shift around his contours. At first it was uncomfortable and claustrophobic. It felt as if the metal was fusing to his skin and crushing his ribcage. Then it seemed to find a shape it liked and slowed down.  He felt something sharp piercing the back of his neck and he began to panic. Alfred could hear a whirring noise and the fear rose in him. Something was drilling into him, into his bone! 
 
    Alfred started to struggle but there was no room to move. In his panic he saw through the visor at the warped dead all around him now. The clambered onto the armour, shoving and biting. Tentacles and slithering tongues wrapped themselves around his limbs and dragged him over.  
 
    He was falling. And he could not move.  
 
    Within moments it was like Alfred was drowning in a sea of rotting, moldy flesh. The animated corpses began to swallow him up with their sheer numbers. Soon he was up to his chest in countless dead bodies. Then he saw the creatures envelop his visor and shut out the last light. Alfred felt that he could not breathe and as he struggled in panic he realized he could not move a muscle. He was trapped there on his back, buried alive in a metal coffin beneath an ever rising tide of living corpses. He was about to begin his final prayer to Angall.  Then something connected.  
 
    In an extraordinary rush of sensation, Alfred felt that the armour did not cover his skin, it was his skin. It no longer weighed anything at all, and seemed to move as cotton. He could hear the creak of every rotting corpse and see in all directions at once. And he felt strong. 
 
    His hand reached out, feeling along the floor amidst the bodies. Then he found what he was looking for. His gauntlet gripped the handle and locked fast.  
 
    With a desperate cry Alfred stood up. Corpses dislodged from the armour and scattered in all directions. Alfred stood there, knee deep in a river of the dead. The hammer in his hand shone bright, the head of it as clear as diamond.  
 
    He had no time to marvel at these new sensations. It was time to fight. He looked across and saw two hulking armoured beings standing amongst the horde of Sorrow. They looked like living statues. Between each armoured scale a light was burning. As if a great forge was being fired up within. It took him a moment to connect that this was Deena and Manzak. It took him another to realize that this was how he looked to them!  
 
    Alfred felt the Magus within him glowing bright, warming his heart. He felt the Light reach out from him in every direction, filling every space in the otherworldly metal of the armour.  
 
    He turned and saw a behemoth looming above him. Nine twisted limbs propelled it towards Alfred. Pincers and claws and grasping hands attacked him at once.  Then the fight began.  
 
    Alfred roared and swung the hammer at the beast. Something that passed for a hooked beak shattered beneath the diamond shard, spraying blood and bone across the room.  The Behemoth screeched and jerked back, trying to drag itself to safety. But there was no safe place now. Alfred leapt up, grabbing one of its writhing limbs and pulling it screaming towards him. The hammer rose and fell time after time, bludgeoning the aberration to a shivering pulp. Even as he killed it, more of the risen dead leapt onto his back. They clawed at his armour and spat poison on its surface, but nothing could get through. Alfred felt focused now. There was nothing else in the world but the joy of battle. A pleasure he could never have believed.  
 
    A joy he had run from all his life.  
 
    He took a deep breath, focused his Light and felt his armour begin to grow hot. The plates started to glow red and hiss with steam. The undead latched onto him began to writhe and screech as their mutated flesh sizzled, until they burst into flames.  
 
    Alfred looked across and saw Deena and Manzak pressed by their own battle. A multitude of undead had rushed them as a single entity. Deena was disappearing beneath the tidal wave of pale flesh.  
 
    Alfred waded through the army of corpses towards his friends. He grabbed a vicious looking corpse by the head with one hand and crushed the skull. Then with a sweep of his arm he swatted five more into the wall.  
 
    He reached out a gauntlet for Deena who took it and stood. Alfred felt the warm connection of Light through the armour as their Magus communed. He looked down and saw that she held a broadsword that shone like the moon. Alfred nodded and they both turned to help Manzak.  
 
    Manzak was in the midst of hand-to-hand combat with the largest of the Behemoths. Its white belly was bulbous and swollen with infection. It had grown three heads, all sporting variations of a predator's jaws. One snapped like a crocodile, another was a leech, and the third a vulture with teeth.  
 
    Somewhere in the fight Manzak had dropped his weapon and was now held aloft in the beast's tendril limbs. It stabbed a metallic stinger into his chest, throwing up sparks each time. Manzak was as strong as the rest. He struck the creature with blow after blow like hurled rocks. Sometimes the behemoth's flesh gave in a sickening pucker and his arm sunk into its body. Slime poured forth over the armour and it hissed onto the floor like boiling oil.  
 
    Every time Manzak injured one flailing limb, another wrapped around him to take its place.  
 
    The creature was growing new limbs to replace severed ones and Manzak was fighting a war on many fronts.  
 
    Alfred and Deena at his side. Sword and hammer ignited in white flames and hurtled into the putrid flesh of the beast. It made unnatural screeches and chittering as it fought the three paladins. It lashed with metallic stinger, clawed fingers and snapping jaws. It was part animal, part plant life and part machine. Every limb that came his way Alfred hacked off onto the floor in a glut of mucous and green blood.  
 
    Moment after moment the behemoth crawled backwards. It was eager to escape the heat of the holy weapons. But these three had not communed with the mercy of Angall. Not warmth and the cool light of kindness and dawn.  
 
    The other light.  
 
    The fire of retribution and judgement.  Sword and hammer swung down until the warped creature was little more than a quivering pile of flesh. Swollen pustules burst on its filthy skin as the remains dissolved.  
 
    Alfred, Deena and Manzak stood there staring at the creature that had up to that point seemed invulnerable. It had been a thing of nightmares only to flee from. It had killed most of the aspirants.  
 
    They looked at it now dissolving on the floor and for the briefest moment they thought about what had changed. How different they felt and the spirit that was coursing through their flesh. It was changing them and evolving them by the second though they did not know it yet.  
 
    And they did not have time to dwell further on it. The army of the dead was still closing in.  
 
    Alfred turned to the shattered stone door at the chamber's end. It collapsed in a cloud of masonry and dust. Rotting undead poured in like loathsome insects. More behemoths followed. Other wretched mutations they had not seen before joined them. Things crawled in that had lain dormant in the earth for a thousand years, soaking up the polluting essence of the Sorrow in the soil. Black scuttling things with snapping mandibles.  
 
    Now the great door had broken, the filth poured in like a tidal wave. It was endless. Within moments the creatures crawled on top of one another to surround the paladins. They drooled and slavered on their weaker brethren, clawing their way to the irresistible living souls they could smell.  
 
    Alfred stared at the wave of ravenous mutations spilling into the room.  
 
    It was familiar. He glanced down at his gauntlet that gripped the hammer. The furnace pulsed between the plates. Thick gore and slime coated his knuckles, dripping to the floor. The hammer's fire brightened, sensing the fight. He glanced across and saw Deena. And his heart ignited.  
 
    Her red hair flailed as she spun amongst a horde of undead. He pale face was splattered with blood. Deena's sword cut through the creatures with a hiss, cleaving swathes of them at once.  
 
    Alfred thought that she looked different now. Her skin was not just white but like marble. Her eyes not just blue but like frozen flame. Whatever was part of her now was changing her from the inside. Alfred could feel his own flesh changing like a shiver.  
 
    But the thing that made this moment seem familiar to Alfred was the expression on Deena's face. 
 
    She was smiling.  
 
    It came to him that this had been his dream. She was now the terrifying knight that had charged at the monsters in his dreams for years. Except now he was no longer afraid of her. He was in awe of her.  He looked back at the overwhelming tide of Sorrow that was pouring down into the chamber. It was the one that had caused him to wake up screaming in a cold sweat so many nights over the years.  
 
    Except now he was no longer afraid either.  
 
    Alfred heart sang with joy as the pure light surged through his veins. All human doubt and hesitation had left him and there was only the ecstasy of war. It was no longer his nightmare, it was his dream.  Alfred stepped back from the tide of beasts and called across to his Order.  
 
    "Paladins! To me!" 
 
    The other two closed ranks and they stood back to back as the darkness circled. Alfred gritted his teeth and shouted over his shoulder.  
 
    "So are we back in this fight?" 
 
    Deena was as ecstatic as him.  
 
    "Can you feel it Alfred? Manzak? The power of the heavens in you? The purpose and the fire?" 
 
    Manzak laughed too. He turned his head and gave a wink.  
 
    "More than we ever prayed for, eh Bookworm?" 
 
    Alfred stood looking out at a thousand pairs of venomous eyes staring back at him. He could feel the hate building up in the horde of beasts. Getting ready to pounce. Too many.  
 
    A thought came to him. Prayer.  
 
    Alfred visualized the armour opening and instantly the breastplate rent in two. He reached in to his robes and pulled out a rolled piece of vellum. Deena stared at him in confusion. 
 
    “What are you doing, Alfred?” 
 
    Alfred unrolled the page and kneeled. Placing it on the stone floor he flattened out the material.  Deena gazed in awe. 
 
    “Is that…? Alfred did you…?” 
 
    “I stole it alright! If theft was so bad the archangel would have burned me up for it.  I thought we needed all the help we could get in here!” 
 
    Manzak looked out at the horde and shrugged. 
 
    “We could have used that help for a while now.” 
 
    Alfred scanned the Angallic script, trying to make sense of it.  
 
    “These prayers can’t be used by people, even with our Magus. It would kill us. We needed to be communed first. But for all I know it still might kill us.” 
 
    Deena gathered close and kneeled next to him.  
 
    “What does it do?” 
 
    Alfred chewed his lip as he opened his mind to the words on the page.  
 
    “It’s called the Prayer of Dusk and Fury. It blesses the earth at your feet, but...but all of it, if I read this right.  I can’t do it on my own. I don’t have the strength yet.  Put your hands on the page. Both of you.” 
 
    Manzak and Deena closed in and placed their palms on the Libram page. Alfred did the same. Instantly the Angallic script lit up golden. Around them the horde of undead closed in.  
 
    "I’m not really sure what this will do." 
 
    Manzak raised a brow.  
 
    "Then we take as many of these bastards with us as we can." 
 
    Deena bowed her head. 
 
    "I have faith. I have faith that Angall will not let us die just yet. We've got too much work ahead. But if dying is his will, so be it." 
 
    Alfred took a deep breath and turned from the beasts. The other two did the same. Their skin shone pale white and their eyes burned bright. Smiling.  
 
    As the army of monsters closed in at their backs, Alfred whispered. 
 
    "I'm proud to be here with you both." 
 
    Deena's eyes glistened with tears but her smile was honest and happy.  
 
    "I'm proud too." 
 
    Alfred Sorrowhammer closed his eyes and moved his lips in silent prayer. The snarling and scuttling closed in behind him like a great shadow. He leaned his face forward and the three paladins stood with foreheads touching. Alfred was surprised at how cool the skin of his companions was. But he had only a moment to wonder at this.  
 
    Light erupted in the room. Like the sun had fallen from the sky. It spread out from the three, turning every crawling thing to cinders in a single scream. 
 
    It was enough power to scorch an army of undead. And enough power to turn any three paladins to dust.  
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    "Oligan, are you awake?" 
 
    King Oligan's eyelids fluttered. He saw the sheer yellow curtains blowing in the breeze. Felt the goose feather duvet around his waist. He heard the sound of his wife's voice. He waited for the knife. After a moment he turned around in bed and saw her there standing in the doorway. A horrible parody of the beautiful woman he loved. Her skin a sickly grey, her eyes as dark as pitch. She wore a beautiful silk dress patterned with roses and propped with whalebone. Oligan could smell the rot on her from his bed. It broke his heart in every moment.  
 
    He had prayed when he had fallen asleep the night before that he would be killed before he woke.  
 
    "Cassandra. I was dreaming about you. About us. Long ago." 
 
    Cassandra had a strange moment then. Something flickered in her eyes and an old expression Oligan recognized surface on her ghoulish face. It was as if the woman he had married was somewhere, trapped in a deep chamber within this entity. She had escaped for a second and swam to the surface, before being dragged back down into the depths by suckered tentacles. She shook her head.  
 
    "I try to remember those days Oligan. But my memories are hazy. All is tinged green and I remember through fog." 
 
    Oligan knew that it would be amusing to the Sorrow to send his own wife to do the deed.  
 
    "Are you here to kill me?" 
 
    Cassandra took a single step forward, confused.  
 
    "My love?" 
 
    Oligan swung his legs around and sat at the edge of the bed. In another age it would have been the moment when he beckoned her to share his bed. But that age was long gone.  
 
    "I was waiting for you. I did not think I would open my eyes on this day. I thought you would slit my throat or smother me while I slept." 
 
    Cassandra broke in to slow, demented grin.  
 
    "But why, husband? We are accomplishing great things." 
 
    Oligan gazed on the shell of his wife and mourned her. He felt the sun on the injured side of his face and breathed in the morning air.  
 
    "Yes. Great things. You do not sleep these days, Cassandra?" 
 
    Cassandra shook her head. Oligan heard an unhealthy creak in the bones.  
 
    "I do not need to. The Green King gives me all the nourishment and vitality I need to do our great work." 
 
    Oligan sank back on the pillows in quiet despair. She may be sent here to kill him, but their dark gods had decreed she would torment and toy with him first. Offer him kindness and a glimpse of the woman he once knew.  
 
    "Then why do visit me so early? It is dawn. And my bones ache." 
 
    She stepped a little closer. Tentative but excited.  
 
    "Because I have the most wonderful news, my darling. Please, rise and come with me." 
 
    Oligan rose again and got to his feet. He looked across to the marble dressing table where his bronze mask lay next to a jug of honeyed white wine.  
 
    "I will come with you, Cassandra. But let me fetch my mask. And have a last glass of sweet wine. The one we used to drink together." 
 
    Cassandra reached out and touched his arm. Her fingers cold and clammy as a hibernating frog.  
 
    "You do not need your mask, Oligan. I have told you since I woke, the true gods think your damage beautiful. Your pain is gift to them." 
 
    Oligan looked into her ancient eyes for a long moment and accepted his fate.  
 
    "Very well. You will see my face at the last, Cassandra. But I am still king in this moment, even if it just a king of ash. And I will have my wine." 
 
    Cassandra let her fingers slip back to her side.  
 
    "Hurry Oligan. Your daughter is waiting for you too." 
 
    King Oligan turned in concern as he poured a cup of wine.  
 
    "Aspen? You would put her through this, Cassandra? Whatever you have become, whatever she is, she is still your daughter. She should not see her father suffer." 
 
    That strange vacant expression of reverie fell over Cassandra again. Her voice was dreamy and distant. 
 
    "Suffering is sweet, husband. But it is her who called for me to come find you. It is Aspen who first met the wondrous miracle I have to show you." 
 
    Oligan quaffed a big mouthful of wine. He let it coarse through his veins.  
 
    "A miracle? What miracles can there be in this time of curses? Just be done with it and do not turn all into theatre." 
 
    Cassandra seemed to not understand. It was such a strange contradiction to Oligan. She was at once wise beyond centuries and innocent as a child. He drained the dregs of his cup and followed her as she glided out of the bedchamber.  They travelled through the vacant corridors of the high palace, ascending levels all the way.  
 
    Oligan knew where they headed. The vast vaulted war room lit with coals where so many dark deeds had been planned over the years.  
 
    Oligan thought it fitting that he would die there on the cold old flagstones. His royal blood leaking out to sizzle against the bronze braziers.  
 
    He was so lost in his thoughts that before he knew it they stood in that very hall. A pillared hall that no one was ever allowed in except himself and the disciples of the brotherhood of vicissitude. He imagined dark assassins waiting for him in the gloom. Cassandra led Oligan across the cold stone floor to the other more ominous double doors. The ones sealed shut by magic for decades, where only the Brotherhood could step. The room called the Reliquary, where his family had been interred in glass coffins for years. A vault where a slumbering god lurked in a bubbling vat of fog.  
 
    A room where Oligan had done murder only the evening before.  The doors open. Oligan sensed movement within. He braced himself for the assassination.  
 
    His daughter Aspen ran out and jumped up and down in front of him. In that moment she almost looked like the child she had always been. She gave him a smile and clapped her hands.  
 
    "Dada, I'm so glad you're awake!" 
 
    Oligan looked down at her, confused and relieved. It was not his little girl and he knew it. But here at the end he would allow himself some comforting delusions.  
 
    "Aspen, my little one. What pleasure and pain you are to my eyes. You are the ghost of all that was precious. But I cannot look upon you anymore. I will not fight. I accept my fate. I accept responsibility for what I have done." 
 
    Aspen stared at him for a long moment. Then she clapped her hands again and grinned.  
 
    "But Dada, what you have done is amazing!" 
 
    Oligan stood there, arms at his sides, vexed.  
 
    "Amazing?" 
 
    Cassandra stepped up behind Oligan and placed a cold hand on his shoulder. Her corpse voice whispered next to his ear.  
 
    "She is so proud of you, Oligan, my king. To think of such things. To pluck a child's dreams and make them flesh." 
 
    Oligan turned to his wife, suppressing the revulsion at being so close to her.  
 
    "Cassandra. I don't understand. I came with you here to die. To be executed for my actions. What child's dream did I make flesh?" 
 
    Aspen tugged at Oligan's sleeve, trying to drag him into the Reliquary room.  
 
    "The Kind Man, Dada! You made him real!" 
 
    Oligan's blood started to slow down, thick with fear.  
 
    "I did what? Aspen, you talk a child's riddles." 
 
    Cassandra squeezed his shoulder with her dead hand.  
 
    "No Oligan. Our beautiful god made anew, just for us. To talk with, to kiss and to kneel before." 
 
    Oligan shivered under her touch. He kneeled down into front of his once-daughter.  
 
    "Tell me, Aspen. What happened? What do you mean, the Kind Man? That comes in your dreams." 
 
    Aspen grabbed his hand and with a child's excitement she dragged him through into the room.  What Oligan saw there made his heart shiver.  
 
    The huge glass and slowiron reliquary stood before him. A metal enmeshed hourglass that had been fed the Magus Hearts of his subjects for decades. It was the tomb of an ancient god that forever slept and could only talk through dreams.  
 
    It was empty.  
 
    The thick green fog that had always churned within the glass was gone. All that was left in the bottom of the vat, like a horrible residue, was the broken bones of countless dead.  
 
    Oligan just stared at it. Impossible.  
 
    "I was here only last night." 
 
    Cassandra smiled at him.  
 
    "We know, Oligan. You are so brave and clever to take such drastic actions. Who else would have thought it?" 
 
    Oligan looked at his wife and daughter. There was no point hiding his actions, they knew his heart.  
 
    "I killed him." 
 
    A voice from the gloom. 
 
    "Killed who?" 
 
    Oligan turned startled to the shadows. The voice was familiar yet not. Like the voices of his family. A good impersonation but not perfect.  
 
    A figure stepped out into the light.  
 
    "You can't be alive, Merrick. I killed you." 
 
    The figure offered him a genuine warm smile. Unlike the old Witchfinder's sly grin.  
 
    "The sorcery in Merrick's blood was delicious and special. Sweet. Sour. Pure, in a way. But a perfect home. Consuming his light was the little nudge I needed." 
 
    Oligan stared at the being.  
 
    "You're not him." 
 
    The man offered the warm smile again. A smile one could trust.  
 
    "No." 
 
    As the man stepped further into the light, Oligan saw how much change had come over him.  
 
    The scars gone. His skin was a perfect opalescent glow unmarred by wrinkles. His lank hair was now a glossy black. He no longer limped. He was still thin as a spear but he carried it now with a grace never seen before.  
 
    He looked almost angelic.  
 
    It was as if the years had fallen away from Merrick Clay, and every blemish had been polished out. There was almost a porcelain quality to him now. But Oligan could see by the eyes that this was not Merrick Clay. All the thick, meat-flecked fog from the reliquary, and whatever ancient toad slept within it, had crawled into the mouth of its most devoted servant. It had commandeered the tortured flesh and possessed it.  
 
    What stood in from of King Oligan now was the Sorrow.  The Green King. 
 
    It stepped forward and raised a hand to the Oligan's face, stroking the ruined cheek like a lover. 
 
    "King Oligan. Oligan the steadfast. Oligan the faithful and true. I have waited a long time to meet you. Face to face." 
 
    As soon as the perfect hand touched him, Oligan felt sadness within that he never thought could exist. Like the flickering death of the world's last hope. The creature's skin drained all joy.  Aspen jumped up and down in excitement.  
 
    "It's the Kind Man. You made him real. You're the best father in the world!" 
 
    King Oligan Rathratta's failure was complete. He had murdered the wicked only to give birth to the unspeakable.  He stared at the ancient horror smiling back at him. The first god to walk the world in millennia.  
 
    And it was this one.  
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    Malkolm Bluheart stood at the edge of the Torrent.  A gathering of monks huddled behind him.  A fine drizzle of rain began. 
 
    Except now there was no Torrent.  The churning cloud of thaumaturgy that stood as barrier for a thousand years dissipated into light, and then nothing.  The thunderous sound of powerful sorcery being discharged had made all the gathered monks shield their heads, waiting for the sky to fall.   The massive Karkaren Cyrus Blackweather stepped up to the edge, where the churning cloud used to be.  He sniffed the air.   
 
    “Smells like burnt sorcery to me. Had a few explosions like that aboard my ship that nearly sunk us. But not even close to that. So tell me, abbot, is the Torrent no longer being here a good thing, or a bad thing?” 
 
    Bluheart held up his hand and rubbed two fingers together.  A residue of magic glimmered there, greasy on his skin.  Particles of burnt sorcery drifted to the ground and settled on the ruined buildings. Heavy silence hung in the air.  
 
    “Only thing powerful enough to unmake the Torrent was the magic that made it. Spells from the Libram of Ashes. Which means one of our aspirants took one in there with him, against all the rules.” 
 
    Cyrus’s eyes flashed and he snapped at Bluheart. 
 
    “Are they dead, damn it? Is Deena…?” 
 
    Cyrus’s voice broke a little, betraying his emotion.  
 
    Bluheart gazed across the ruined city.  He searched for a trace of the residual Sorrow that the Torrent had imprisoned for so long.  Nothing, just rubble and settling dust. 
 
    “The spell that just broke this barrier. You or I couldn’t use it. Even with the Magus Heart in us. It would disintegrate us like id did the Torrent. Only heavenly creatures can withstand those prayers. Archangels for example. Or those communed with them.” 
 
    Cyrus faced the ruins with a glimmer of hope. 
 
    “So they succeeded? They found what they needed?” 
 
    Bluheart nodded, figuring it out.  
 
    “Not only that. They eradicated every last trace of the Sorrow from this place. We don’t need the Torrent anymore.” 
 
    Cyrus sniffed the air again but detected nothing except sorcery. No trace of life.  
 
    “Magic that strong will have brought this whole ruin in on itself. Nothing could survive. How do we find them in all this?  They could be hurt. Dead.” 
 
    A dry old voice behind them.  
 
    “I can help.” 
 
    Bluheart turned and saw brother Latherus shambling through the throng of fearful monks. He used a nobbled walking stick and his filthy robes dragged on the wet earth.  Bluheart stood amazed. The old man struggled over rocks and bumpy ground.   
 
    “Latherus. It is strange to see you out in the daylight, my friend.” 
 
    Cyrus loomed over the bent monk. Latherus peered up at him like he was a mountain needing circumnavigated. Cyrus growled.  
 
    “You said you can help old man.  How?” 
 
    Latherus smiled, rheumy eyes searching the ruins.  
 
    “The same way the aspirants found the archangels.  Like attracts like.”  
 
    Bluheart understood and ushered Latherus to the front.  The old man stood at the edge of the fading Torrent.  In front a ruin of crumbling temples and broken pillars.  He took a deep breath in and opened his mouth.   
 
    A golden mote ushered forth. Floating in the air before his face.  Cyrus frowned in confusion.  
 
    “He’s like them.” 
 
    They stared at the golden light, spiraling in the air.  Bluheart gathered close, intent on the light.  It spun on its axis but did not move from its spot.  
 
    “Well, brother. Are they alive?” 
 
    Latherus grinned, brown teeth showing.  The mote of light edged forward over the threshold, drifting into the ruins.  
 
    “They are. Somewhere in there. But they need our help.” 
 
    Cyrus drew his sword and stepped up after the mote.  
 
    “So what do we do, monk?” 
 
    Latherus gestured him forward. A mischievous grin danced on his lips. The rain started to fall heavy on earth that had not seen the sky in a thousand years.  
 
    “What else would a monk of Angall tell you to do, Karkaren? Follow the light.” 
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